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ABSTRACT
This study sought to examine the circumstances that influence DACA recipients
in the United States to withdraw from their undergraduate institutions. This qualitative
study on undocumented/DACA students who have left higher education prior to degree
completion. It identifies the impact of immigration status on enrollment decisions,
reasons for leaving higher education, obstacles students faced, and what programs or
services might have successfully intervened and given them the opportunity to continue
enrollment.
Keywords: Undocumented, DREAmer, DACA, Student, Higher Education,
Retention
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CHAPTER I
Introduction
The United States has more than 450,000 undocumented students in higher
education; this also includes nontraditional students such as undocumented, students with
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) or eligible for DACA (Felblum et al.,
2020). This group of students is a growing population in higher education. As of 2020, an
overwhelming 82% of undocumented students were enrolled in public two- and four-year
institutions, while only 18% attend a private institution (Feldblum et al., 2020).
Additionally, 84% of DACA-Eligible students attend a public institution compared to
16% who attend a private institution (Feldblum et al., 2020). One of the significant
differences between undocumented, DACA, and DACA eligible students is that DACA
students cannot be deported for two years if DACA created by the Obama administration
is still in place. Unfortunately, undocumented students and DACA-eligible students do
not qualify for this protection because they have been rejected, did not apply, or could not
apply for the program.
Obtaining a college degree under these circumstances presents a significant
challenge to this group of students. They all face a legal burden, some more than others,
but facing deportation is a possibility to all. A legal burden may present itself to these
group of students when searching for employment, seeking to obtain a driver’s license or
when they start to think about college (Abrego, 2006; Gonzales 2011). Despite the
obstacles they face, they are not deterred from pursuing post-secondary education. To
assist these students, there is a real need for resources for undocumented students and
DACA students in the United States. (Resource Guide: Supporting Undocumented
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Youth, 2015). The Plyler v. Doe (1982) Supreme Court case made it possible for
undocumented students to obtain a primary education, however state laws significantly
impact the options available to undocumented and DACA students continuing education
post-high school graduation (Michelle Liu, 2019; Peña, 2021).
To support undocumented students’, policies like the DREAM Act and Deferred
Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) were created to benefit this population. The
DREAM Act of 2001 would have created a pathway to citizenship through education.
However, it did not pass into legislation. In 2012, the Obama administration created
DACA, which was introduced by executive order to provide temporary relief from
deportation and to provide work authorization. As of 2015, approximately 5% to 10 % of
undocumented students pursued a post-secondary education after high school or the
equivalent of a general education development (GED) (Peña, 2021). This study will focus
on the barriers that caused undocumented students to drop-out of a post-secondary
institution.
Purpose of the Study
The purpose of this study is to examine the circumstances that influence DACA
recipients in the United States to withdraw from their undergraduate institutions. The
study will provide an opportunity for DACA recipients to reflect on their experiences as
they tried to obtain a post-secondary education. In addition, this research aims to assist
higher education professionals and colleges to better understand this population's needs.
By understanding their needs, colleges and student affairs professionals can expand their
knowledge on the topic and feel better prepared to help them. Finally, this research will
add to the research on DACA recipients living in the United States.
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Research Questions
This study will look to understand why undocumented students and DACA
recipients in the United States drop-out of college. The following questions will guide the
qualitative study.
1. How did an individual’s immigration status affect their decision on where to
enroll for post-secondary education?
2. What role, if any, does the immigration status of a DACA recipient play in their
decision to discontinue their post-secondary education?
3. What challenges do DACA recipients face while attending a post-secondary
institution?
4. What programs and services could have been provided by institutions that
would have better supported these students in their educational goals?
Significance of the Study
Undocumented students are a growing population in colleges and universities
across the United States. However, undocumented and DACA recipients continue to face
barriers that prevent them from obtaining a post-secondary degree (Magaña-Salgado,
2020). This study will explore the challenges DACA recipients experience that influence
their decision to discontinue their post-secondary education. Understanding what factors
influence DACA recipients to withdraw from college can benefit post-secondary
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institutions by highlighting these barriers and gain knowledge, to better understand how
to support and retain this group of students.

Limitation of the Study
This study aims to understand the barriers DACA recipients experience that
contribute to their decision to drop out of college. Like many studies, some limitations
are present. One of them is the limited to the number of participants that meet the criteria.
Another is recruiting students who are no longer enrolled in higher education, so the
researcher will use Facebook groups to reach out to these individuals. A limitation is that
it will require participants to be active on Facebook groups for DACA recipients/
Dreamers. Potential participants who are not engaged in these groups will not be
contacted or included, limiting the data's accuracy. As a member of the undocumented
community, personal biases are a limitation in this study due to the researcher's emotional
investment in the topic. To reduce personal biases, the researcher will take steps to limit
biases in the research including having a thesis committee review findings and provide
opportunities for participants to confirm the accuracy of all transcripts.
Definitions of Terms
Affidavit. The term affidavit is a written statement confirmed by oath or
affirmation for use as evidence in court. In this research, the term has two purposes: to
confirm that the student meets the educational requirements and to confirm the intention
to establish legal residency once given the opportunity. An affidavit is used only in states
that offer in-state tuition rates to undocumented students (Peña, 2021).
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Citizen. An individual born in the United States is given citizenship. Individuals
may also obtain citizenship by naturalization (Galindo, 2011).
Cultural Citizen. An individual who does not have legal status in the country they
currently live in. Undocumented individuals gain class, culture, and linguistic knowledge
by attending school, participating in community events, and accepting a new culture
different from their own (Lukov, 2018).
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA). DACA is an executive order
created by President Barack Obama and his administration on June 12, 2012. DACA
protects individuals who qualify from deportation and are given a work permit for two
years; however, it does not provide a pathway to citizenship (Galindo, 2011).
DACA-Eligible. Undocumented immigrant youth, who migrated to the United
Stated before 2007, and were under the age of 16 at the time of arrival, and were under
the age of 31 as of 2012 (Benuto et al., 2018; Migration Policy Institute, 2021)
DACAmented. A term used by undocumented individual who have been granted
DACA (Benuto et al., 2018).
DREAMer. Term adopted by undocumented youth, after the DREAM Act bill
was introduced but did not pass (Walter & Holpunch, 2020).
Generation 1.5. Immigrants who were brought to the United States as young
children and identify as American, but were born outside the United States (Bjorklund,
2018).
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Undocumented Immigrant. Individuals who reside in the United States without
having legal immigration status, this includes individuals who entered without a legal
visa and those who overstayed and no longer have a valid visa (Association of the Bar of
the City of New York, 2018)

Summary
Undocumented, DACA, and DACA-eligible students are an increasing population
in higher education in the United States (Peña, 2021). Despite an increase in enrollment,
this group of students are facing unique challenges that may impact their decision to
continue their education. This study aims to understand what factors influence their
decision to discontinue their education and how student affair professionals can support
this groups of students throughout their academic journey.
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CHAPTER II
Review of the Literature
This literature review will look at the barriers DACA recipients face while
attempting to obtain a post-secondary degree. To begin, a look at how undocumented
students are defined how that definition relates to undocumented students will be reviewed.
The legal challenges undocumented immigrants face will be reviewed and how it impacts
their experiences while navigating higher education. This review will also look at the
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) program and its relevance in society
today. The final part of this literature review will explore the Undocumented Critical theory
and validation theory and support as the theoretical framework for the research.
Undocumented Students Generation 1.5
An undocumented student is an individual that resides in the United States without
legal authority (Bjorklund, 2018). The term generation 1.5 refers to a group of individuals
who were brought to the United States as children from their country of origin by their
immigrant parents/ guardians. This group of undocumented children grew up in the United
States and developed the same values as U.S. citizens, learning the language, and
graduating from schools across the United States (Asher, 2011). In the past, the term
generation 1.5 was used to describe immigrants that are not the first generation because
they were raised in the United States but were not born in the United States. Asher (2011)
referred to them as “students who are caught between two generations and two cultures, a
product of both yet completely fluent in neither” (p. 43).
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Ruben Rumbaut (1994) was the first person to use the term generation 1.5 to
distinguish a group of individuals who immigrated as children but were raised in the
country their immigrant parents/guardians migrated to. As previously mentioned, this
group of individuals are different from the “first” generation because they were not
adults, meaning they were not the ones who chose to immigrate. This group of
individuals are not considered “second” generation because they were not born in the
country (Rumbaut, 1994). The term DREAMers was adopted by undocumented students
in 2001 when the DREAM ACT was introduced but was not passed into legislation. If
passed into legislation, the DREAM ACT would have given undocumented youth a
pathway to citizenship through education (Envioha, 2019). Lastly, DACAmented is a
term used in reference to DACA to signify that, in a sense, they have “legal” status for a
temporary period until they have to renew (Envioha, 2019). Undocumented students
across the United States have become more vocal about their needs as undocumented
students by sharing their stories to groups of people that might have not been aware of it.
The voices of undocumented students and their stories have been heard across the United
States Yet, not everyone shares their perspective, leaving them vulnerable because of the
uncertainty in their future.
Legal Challenges for Undocumented Immigrants
Undocumented students in the United States are permitted to attend colleges and
universities in the United States. There are no laws at the national level forbidding
undocumented students from seeking admission, attending, or graduating from American
institutions. However, federal law does restrict undocumented students from obtaining
federal student aid (AMERICAN MIND, n.d.). Although no national law prevents
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undocumented students from attending a post-secondary institution, some states have
legal restrictions that may hinder undocumented students from attending college in those
states (Russell, 2011). Based on political and cultural factors, laws are constantly
changing, below are fundamental legislations from the historically significant legal
precedent starting from 1974 to 2012. Understanding these laws is crucial for the safety,
security, and success of undocumented students in the United States.
The Family Education Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) – 1974
President Gerald Ford signed The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act
(FERPA), giving parents and families the right to access educational information
regarding their children. The right to access information regarding public entities
included public-funded educational institutions (U.S. Department of Education, 2020).
Among these personal details, the Office of Civil Rights (OCR), under the Department of
Education, states that under FERPA, students are not obligated to disclose immigration
status to public schools and the district (U.S Department of Education, 2020). For
undocumented students who do not have a student visa, FERPA implies they do not have
to disclose their immigration status. FERPA prohibits public schools and districts from
disclosing student’s information without prior consent. However, there may be
circumstances in which federal immigration laws require districts to provide specific
information about a student to another federal, state, or local government entity (U.S
Department of Education, 2020). Public institutions are prohibited from inquiring about
immigration status because they can be subject to discrimination (U.S Department of
Education, 2020).
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Plyler vs. Doe- 1975
The Texas legislature enacted laws granting local school districts the authority to
deny enrollment to undocumented, non-citizen children. The legislature also withheld
state funding from school districts serving children without authorization to live in the
United States (Bjorklund, 2018). This meant undocumented children had to pay tuition to
attend public schools, while other children attended for free. In 1982, undocumented
families filed a class-action suit against the Texas school district (Bjorklund, 2018). The
state argued the law violated the Equal Protection Clause of the 14th amendment. The
Fifth Circuit affirmed, and the United States Supreme Court granted certiorari, after the
four Justices agreed to review the case (Plyler v. Doe, 1982). Before the court, the
question was: is a law denying free public education to undocumented immigrant
children constitutional? Justice Brennan, writing for the five-justice majority, held that
distinguishing between documented and undocumented children in the provision of free
public education violates the Equal Protection Clause (Plyler v. Doe, 1982). Justice
Brennan acknowledged that the universal character of the Fourteenth Amendment.
Brennan also noted that its protections extend to all people, including undocumented
immigrants within a states' jurisdiction. In determining the appropriate standard of
review, Justice Brennan pointed out that immigration status is a non-suspect classification
which meant that the law was not subject to strict scrutiny (Plyler v. Doe, 1982). The
process of strict scrutiny is used in judicial review when courts are determining the
constitutionality of laws. Strict scrutiny is the highest standard of review a court will use
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to evaluate the constitutionality of governmental discrimination (Cornell Law School,
1992).
At the same time, Justice Brennan observed that undocumented immigrant
children are members of a special underclass in the United States. They had no control
over their parents' unauthorized entry into the United States, nor could they change their
immigration status (Plyler v. Doe, 1982). Although education is not a fundamental right,
Justice Brennan emphasized that primary education forms the foundation of productive
citizenship. Its denial of a discrete class of children would prevent them from
contributing to the nation's progress (Plyler v. Doe, 1982; Bjorklund, 2018). Due to the
critical character of education and undocumented children's blamelessness over their
immigration status, Justice Brennan determined that the standard of review would be
more demanding than a rational basis. The state argued that denying free educational
services to immigrant children furthered the vital government interest in preserving
limited physical resources. Justice Brennan rejected that argument, noting that immigrant
children, in terms of educational cost and need, placed no burden on the state's ability to
provide quality education (Plyler v. Doe, 1982). Justice Brennan determined that denying
undocumented children the same free knowledge supplied to the state's other children
fails constitutional security. The court struck down the Texas law as unconstitutional,
affirming the judgment of the court of appeals (Plyler v. Doe, 1982).
Public education in the United States is guaranteed until senior year of high
school, which means undocumented students learn the same curriculum as their peers
during this time. So naturally, they are also preparing for life after high school. Often,
this means continuing their education after high school by attending a community college
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or a university (Baum & Flores, 2011). High school students typically take the ACT and
SAT junior year to use the scores to apply for colleges. The Economic mobility project
found 83% of Americans believe that education is essential to economic mobility
(Economic Mobility Project, 2009). This statistic can explain why preparation for postsecondary education is introduced early in the education system. Doing so can facilitate
social mobility, or at least that is the belief most Americans have. The Supreme justices
for the Plyer v. Doe stated: "By denying these children a basic education, we deny them
the ability to live within the structure of our civic institutions" (1982). This statement is
still relevant as undocumented students are granted a free education up until high school,
however most jobs require a post-secondary education, which leaves individuals without
a college diploma struggling to climb the ladder of social mobility.
The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigration Responsibility (IIRIRA) - 1996
The Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility (IIRIRA) was
passed in 1996, which created limitations and enforcement practices for immigration
status. This legislation created new barriers for undocumented individuals attempting to
gain residency in the United States. Furthermore, new funding for border security
measures aimed to reduce the influx of undocumented immigrants, which included the
fencing and other border protection along the U.S.-Mexico border (Authenticated U.S.
Government Information, 1996). Undocumented immigrants seeking to obtain lawful
status that were in the country for 180 days but less than 365 must reside outside of the
country for up to three years before inquiring citizenship (Authenticated U.S.
Government Information, 1996). For those in the country for 365 days or more, the
waiting period is up to ten years unless they obtain a waiver. However, the most
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significant consequence of the IIRIRA legislation that directly impacted undocumented
students was tuition cost. IIRIRA dictated that undocumented student are not eligible for
in-state tuition at public universities or universities. Nevertheless, some states passed
tuition-equality laws allowing undocumented students to pay in-state tuition if they met
the state’s eligibility requirements (Michelle Liu, 2019).
The Development, Relief and Education for Alien Minors (DREAM) Act - 2001
Congress introduced The DREAM Act to provide a pathway to citizenship for
undocumented immigrants that arrived as minors to the United States (Hatch, 2002).
Though the DREAM Act was never passed into law, undocumented students adopted the
term “Dreamer” to describe and create their identity as undocumented students (Hatch,
2002; (Walter & Holpunch, 2020)). The DREAM Act amends to The Illegal Immigration
Reform and Immigrant Responsibility (IIRIRA) of 1996 to repeal the denial of an
unlawful immigrant’s eligibility for higher education benefits based on State residence.
Section three of the DREAM Act authorizes the Attorney General to cancel the removal
of and adjust to permanent resident status (Hatch, 2002). However, the individual must
meet qualifying criteria (Hatch, 2002). If the DREAM Act had passed into legislation,
undocumented immigrants seeking an education would have had the opportunity to claim
residency in the State allowing them to pay for in-state tuition in states where
undocumented immigrants were considered international (Hatch, 2002; (Walter &
Holpunch, 2020).
Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) - 2012
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President Obama created the Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA),
this policy allows certain categories of undocumented students to continue their
education (U.S. Citizenship and Immigration Services, 2021). This policy opened major
pathways to normalization and visibility for younger immigrants. This policy
consequently helped to open pathways to higher education and employment (U.S.
Citizenship and Immigration Services, 2021). DACA was an extension of the DREAM
Act, it was issued through the Department of Homeland security (U.S. Citizenship and
Immigration Services, 2021). The purpose of DACA is an attempt to alleviate the
struggles undocumented students face (Aguirre, 2019; Aguilar et al., 2019; Andrade,
2019; Enyioha, 2019; Gàmez et al., 2017; Green, 2019; Jones, 2019; Olivas, 2015;
Romero Morales, & Consoli, 2020; Weissman, 2019). Undocumented students face
multiple barriers to obtain a post-secondary degree due to fear of deportation, financial
hardship, and an identity crisis (Aguirre, 2019; Aguilar et al., 2019; Andrade, 2019;
Enyioha, 2019; Gàmez et al., 2017; Green, 2019; Jones, 2019; Olivas, 2015; Romero
Morales, & Consoli, 2020; Weissman, 2019). The distinction between the Plyler v. Doe
and DACA is that DACA is an executive order that can be reversed because it is not a
law. Furthermore, the Plyler v. Doe case allows children to obtain an education, while
DACA was designed for young adults endeavoring a post-secondary education or job
opportunities after high school (Bjorklund, 2018; Enyioha, 2019).
State Dreamer Laws
Undocumented students directly impact post-secondary education opportunities
based on the state they reside in (Michelle Liu, 2019). The federal government did not
pass a comprehensive DREAM Act; however, various states have passed their laws
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protecting the status of undocumented students (Michelle Liu, 2019). With that being
said, the eligibility to attend a public university and receive state-based financial aid or
in-state tuition will vary from state to state (Michelle Lui, 2019). As of 2015, twenty-one
U.S. states have created legislation allowing undocumented students to pay in-state
tuition (Michelle Lui, 2019). These states include California, Colorado, Connecticut,
Florida, Hawaii, Illinois, Kansas, Maine, Maryland, Michigan, Minnesota, Nebraska,
Oklahoma, New Jersey, New Mexico, New York, Oregon, Rhode Island, Texas, Utah,
and Washington (Michelle Lui, 2019). Virginia also provides in-state tuition only to
undocumented students with DACA status (Michelle Lui, 2019). Out of the twenty-one
states, only six states offer in-state tuition and access to state financial aid; these states
include California, Minnesota, New Mexico, Oregon, Texas, Washington (Michelle Lui,
2019). Arizona, Georgia, and Indiana states have prohibited undocumented students from
receiving financial aid (Michelle Lui, 2019). In contrast, Alabama and South Carolina
have state laws prohibiting undocumented students from attending public colleges or
universities (Michelle Lui, 2019).
Undocumented Students in the United States of America
Baum and Flores (2011) discussed the age of arrival of undocumented
immigrants. They stated that undocumented immigrants that migrate before the age of
thirteen perform as well as their “native born peer” because they are able to learn the
language and internalize the norms of American society. Unfortunately, immigrants aged
thirteen to nineteen have a greater difficulty causing low levels of educational attainment
(Baum & Flores, 2011). Obtaining a post-secondary education has become engraved in
American culture that college preparation starts as early as elementary school (Baum &
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Flores, 2011). Teachers begin to prepare students for college entrance exams like the
ACT or SAT in their junior year of high school, and students typically use the scores to
apply for colleges senior year. For most undocumented students, who are often firstgeneration college students, obtaining a post-secondary degree is a way to demonstrate to
their families that their sacrifice has paid off (Baum & Flores, 2011). In the Plyler v. Doe
case, undocumented children could receive a free education until high school graduation,
however as these children transition to adulthood, they encounter legal and economic
barriers to continuing their education (Terriquez,2015). After graduating from K-12,
undocumented students are at a disadvantage because obtaining a post-secondary
education is a luxury and not a necessity (Baum & Flores, 2011; Terriquez,2015).
Therefore, if an undocumented student sought a post-secondary education, they are not
provided with access to the same resources as a United States citizen (Bjorklund, 2018;
Terriquez,2015).
Barriers for Undocumented Students
Undocumented students in the United States come from many parts of the world
yet nevertheless share similar barriers when they seek to obtain a post-secondary
education. These challenges include academic preparedness, financial need, limited
English proficiency among other (Baum & Flores, 2011). Furthermore, Baum and Flores
(2011) found that the enrollment rate of undocumented students to a post-secondary
institution depends on the age they were when they arrived in the United States. Youth
under the age of thirteen adapt better to the environment by learning the language and
adapting to American culture, “In 2005 only 26 percent of immigrants aged eighteen to
twenty-four who arrived in the United States between the ages of thirteen and nineteen
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had enrolled in college, compared with 42 percent of those who immigrated before age
thirteen” (Baum & Flores, 2011) The research found that youth under the age of thirteen
tend to adjust better than students thirteen and older (Baum & Flores, 2011). This study
found that when allies to undocumented students provide guidance and support with these
barriers they may be able to help alleviate or at least mitigate them (Aguirre, 2019,
Aguilar et al., 2019, Andrade, 2019, Chuan-Ru Chen & Rhoads, 2016, Craven et al.,
2017, Enyioha, 2019, Gámez et al., 2017, Green, 2019, Jones, 2019, Olivas, 2015,
Romero Morales, & Consoli, 2020, Weissman, 2019). Undocumented students face many
challenges; however, their determination to obtain a post-secondary education remains.
Identity crisis
Undocumented students were raised with the values of any other United States
citizen (Baum & Flores, 2011). They adapt to new cultures, learned a new language, and
had a typical high school experience (Baum & Flores, 2011). In nine different studies
researchers found that undocumented students felt as if they were living a double life
until they disclosed their undocumented identity (Aguirre,2019; Andrade, 2019;
Bjorklund, 2018; Craven et la., 2017; Enriquez, 2014; Gámez, et la., 2017. Hernandez et
al., 2010; Ortiz Juarez-Paz, 2017; Romero Morales & Consoli, 2020). By sharing their
status, they have been able to get rid of the negative stigma when called “illegal” by the
media.
Instead, students have taken the initiative to state that they are “Undocumented
and unafraid” (Ortiz, Juarez-Paz, 2017, p.169-170). Students have indicated that they felt
discriminated against or treated differently by staff and their peers (Enyioha, 2019). In a
sense, undocumented students are taking a step forward and two back. By embracing
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their status, they gain control and empowerment. However, that sense is taken away from
them when others have an adverse reaction to it. Disclosing sensitive information on their
immigration status is an event that carries stress and can often be uncomfortable and
scary to those that do. Most undocumented students were taught not to tell anyone for
safety measures.
Fear in a political climate
Being undocumented in a high political climate has caused undocumented
students to experience fear and uncertainty. Fear significantly increased when President
Donald Trump took office in January 2017 (Verea, 2018). In his first year, President
Trump’s agenda included vigorous immigration enforcement and Immigration and
Customs Enforcement (ICE) agents made 42 percent more arrests than when Obama was
in office (Green, 2019). This group of students had to worry about their safety; they had
to worry about their family. Additionally, if they were unable to renew for DACA, they
ran a risk of being deported. The fear among immigrant communities grew, and when
President Trump announced that he would be getting rid of DACA undocumented
students across the country experienced anxiety, fear, and a lack of concentration
(Aguilar et al.,2019; Ortiz Juarez-Paz, 2017; Andrade, 2019; Green, 2019; Jones, 2019;
Romero Morales, & Consoli, 2020). Undocumented youth experienced fears due to
“racist immigration practices” Some students were able to strengthen their relationships
with their family because they shared their fear of deportation (Romero Morales, &
Consoli, 2020, p. 117).
It has been observed that restrictive immigration policies reinforce fear amongst
undocumented immigrants and the discrimination that they might face by society
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(Aguilar et al., 2019). This fear has also grown in the Latinx community because
immigration has become centered around them (Delgado, 1992; Delgado & Stefancic,
2012). The immigration policies are being used to control and oppress the Latinx
community (Verea, 2018). Fear is seen in many different forms for everyone, and
therefore they had other coping mechanisms to ease their anxiety. Fears due to “racist
immigration practices,” it has been observed that restrictive immigration policies
reinforce fear amongst undocumented immigrants and the discrimination that they might
face by society (Aguilar et al., 2019).
Financial Hardship
When undocumented students graduate from high school, many attend a
community college because they cannot afford a four-year university as undocumented
students are not eligible for federal financial aid because they are not United States
citizens (Aguirre, 2019; Craven et al., 2017; Enyioha, 2019; Green, 2019; Jones, 2019).
This also applies to DACA recipients. Although they receive a work permit and a social
security number, these students can only use it for work purposes. To pay for their
education, undocumented students must pay for it out of pocket unless they are residents
of a state that provides financial assistance for DACA recipients (Michelle Lui, 2019).
Undocumented students are also limited in the number of scholarships offered to
them. Many scholarships that universities offer require students to apply for Financial
Aid Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) to demonstrate their economic need. As a result,
scholarships for undocumented students are high in demand, which means that the
chances of receiving the limited number of scholarships is very slim. This can cause
undocumented students to work multiple jobs to pay for tuition, which causes them to
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reduce the amount of time available to focus on their academics. Also, public universities
cannot offer undocumented students financial aid because they receive funds from the
government. DACA has eased some financial stress; undocumented students are now
eligible to pay for in-state tuition rather than being counted as an international student
(Enyioha, 2019; Gámez et al., 2017; Green, 2019) but since DACA is not a law, the
privilege of paying in-state tuition can all be taken away instantly (Verea, 2018). This
would add another major roadblock for undocumented students to obtain a postsecondary education.
Support for undocumented students from allies
An ally is an individual who has authority, power, or influence on a group of
individuals; in this case, undocumented students (Chuan-Ru Chen & Rhoads, 2016).
Undocumented students are a vulnerable population due to their immigration status. For
those students that have DACA status, they have a sense of security because they are
protected from deportation for two years (Adams & Boyne, 2015). Although they are
protected from deportation, undocumented students feel as if they live in the shadows.
Undocumented students experience many stress factors that can be alleviated by the
mentoring of an ally (Chuan-Ru Chen & Rhoads, 2016, p.527). The thought of being
deported causes fear and anxiety among this group of students and although allies are
limited to what they can do for these students, they alleviate anxiety and stress solely by
listening and showing empathy (Chuan-Ru Chen & Rhoads, 2016, p.527). By having a
support system undocumented and DACAmented students have a safe place to express
their concerns and fears before they become a significant barrier that causes them to leave
college. The allies of undocumented students play a vital role in their college experience,
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especially if the allies are a staff member, professor, or university advisor (Chuan-Ru
Chen & Rhoads, 2016). These allies can guide them because they know the college
environment and its policies. Since they are aware of the students' immigration status,
they can provide them resources specifically for them.
Theoretical Framework
Undocumented students face many barriers while attempting to obtain a college
degree. A significant contributing factor is their immigration status, and although
programs such as Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals (DACA) has eased some
pressure; undocumented students are still having trouble obtaining a college degree.
Aguilar's undocumented critical theory and Rendon’s Validation Theory will be used in
interpreting the findings of this study (Aguilar et al., 2019).
Undocumented Critical Theory (UndocuCrit)
Undocumented critical theory (UndocuCrit) is rooted in Critical race theory,
Latina/o critical theory (LatCrit), and Tribal critical race theory (TribalCrit) (Aguilar et
al., 201). This research will mainly focus on how Critical race theory helped shape
undocumented critical theory. Critical race theory addresses race and racism to challenge
white supremacy in law, education, politics, and other social systems (Aguilar et
al.,2019). Critical race theory works towards eliminating oppression in all forms: race,
class, gender, power, and knowledge. Race is a social construct that, over the years, has
privileged and oppressed underrepresented groups (Delgado, 1992; Delgado & Stefancic,
2001; Harris, 1993). UndocuCrit states that fear is an endemic among immigrant
communities caused by racism and colonialism (Aguilar et al., 2019). Similar to critical
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race theory, groups of individuals are disadvantaged due to outside factors that are not in
their control. In critical race theory, that factor would be their race/ ethnicity, with
UndocuCrit it is their immigration status in addition to their race/ethnicity (Aguilar et al.,
2019). While critical race theory aims to address racism and white supremacy,
UndocuCrit aims to analyze racist immigration practices that spread fear among
undocumented communities (Aguilar et la., 2019; Delgado, 1992; Delgado & Stefancic,
2001).
It has inspired many theories to steam from it, to create a more focused lens a in
specific area. For example, Latina/o Critical theory focuses on immigration, language,
identity, and skin color. (Aguilar et al., 2019). However, it mainly focuses on the
Mexican experience, while UndocuCrit encourages other researchers to study different
immigrant experiences. Tribal critical race theory explains how racism and colonialism
create fear in immigrant communities (Aguilar et al., 2019). Overall, UndocuCrit upholds
a critical lens to analyze how racist immigration practices spread fear among
undocumented communities (Aguilar et al., 2019).
For this study, Undocumented critical theory will be used because it focuses on
individuals' immigrant status rather than just focusing their race/ ethnicity as an
immigrant individual. However, the study must also acknowledge that race impacts
society. Therefore, this study will focus on undocumented individuals of
underrepresented races and ethnicities in the United States. In addition to the barriers that
prevent them from accomplishing their higher education goals.
Validation Theory
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Laura I. Rendón developed the validation theory in 1994 when she took an
interest in determining how students' learning was affected by their involvement in
college (Rendón, 1994). Rendón specifically took an interest in low-income, firstgeneration students in higher education (1994). Validation theory's holds that many
nontraditional students express doubt in their abilities (Rendón, 1994). Validation can be
seen inside and outside the classroom. For example, faculty can validate a student by
treating students equally and providing meaningful feedback in the classroom.
Additionally, validation in class is also present when students feel recognized and valued
by their professors, peers, coaches, advisors, among others (Rendón, 1994). However,
invalidation can be experienced when faculty seem "unapproachable, inaccessible, and
often dehumanizing toward students" (Rendón Linares & Muñoz, 2011, p. 20). Family,
friends, spouses can give validation outside the classroom, but they can also invalidate
students by confirming their doubts.
Validation theory has six essential elements that must be met to create a sense of
validation on an individual. The first element places responsibility on authority figures
like faculty, advisers, counselors; this is because students will find it challenging to
navigate college, especially if they are first-generation with no prior knowledge of the
college experience (Rendón, 1994). The second element states that when validation is
present, the student will feel a sense of belonging and self-worth (Rendón 1994). The
third element is that when validation has been established, and it is consistent, it will have
caused the student to become more confident with a sense of belonging (Rendón, 1994).
The fourth element states that validation can be established both inside and outside the
class setting (Rendón, 1994). The fifth element is that validation happens early in their
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college experience and can continue long after (Rendón, 1994). The validation theory's
final element is that validation must be established in students' first few weeks of college
because this can impact their college perception (Rendón, 1994).
This study will explore how undocumented students experienced validation or
invalidation. Using the validation theory in this study will create a lens for understanding
the experiences of undocumented students in higher education. Undocumented students
already face many obstacles that prevent them from accomplishing their academic goals
(Andrade, 2019). Validation theory is relevant to undocumented students because they
are also an underrepresented group in universities across the United States (Andrade,
2019).
Summary
This literature review discussed some of the barriers undocumented students face
that influence their post-secondary experience and degree completion. Being
undocumented in a high political climate has caused undocumented students to
experience fear and uncertainty. To pay for their education, undocumented students pay it
out of pocket and work multiple jobs. Undocumented students are also limited in the
number of scholarships offered to them. This can cause undocumented students to work
multiple jobs to pay for tuition. However, they are reducing the amount of time to focus
on their academics, which creates a disadvantage in their academic goal because it will
lower their success rate. However, with the guide of allies, undocumented students can
combat these barriers and complete their post-secondary education.
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CHAPTER III
Methodology
The purpose of this qualitative study is to gain an in-depth understanding of the
barriers undocumented students and DACA recipients face that prevent them from
completing a post-secondary education. This study utilized semi-structured interviews to
understand the participants' experiences as they strived to pursue a post-secondary
degree. Using qualitative research, the participants were able to express their thoughts,
feelings, and overall experiences that caused participants to withdraw, and ultimately
preventing them from accomplishing their academic goals.
Design of Study
To obtain a detailed description of the lived experiences of the participants in this
study, a phenomenological research approach was used to describe the lived experiences
of undocumented and DACA recipients who started but did not complete a postsecondary degree in the United States (Creswell, 2014; Neubauer et al., 2019). This
methodology was selected to demonstrate the obstacles undocumented and DACAmented
students faced that hindered their success in a post-secondary institution. The
phenomenological research method incorporates the fundamentals of qualitative research
facilitating the researcher to focus on the lived experiences in real-world circumstances of
the participants by describing the meaning of several individuals of their lived
experiences (Creswell, 2007). Using social media to connect with this group of
individuals was ideal for this research. It enabled the researcher to expand the potential
pool of participants to all 50 states in the United States.
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Participants
This study consisted of 6 individuals that were DACA recipients who were
enrolled at a college or university for a minimum of one semester and were unable to
receive a post-secondary degree. Additionally, participants were all at least 18 years old
and active on social media. The participants were recruited through Facebook groups
specifically for undocumented/DACA recipients and were interviewed through Zoom
video conferencing software. All races/ethnicities were considered for this research,
however all but one of the participants were Hispanic/Latino. For this research, two
additional participants were interviewed, however during their interview, it was disclosed
that they did in fact not meet the requirements, so their interviews were not included in
this study Participant demographic information is presented in Table 3.1 below.
Table 3.1
Participant Demographics
Participant

Gender

Age at time
of Migration
(Years)
>1

Country
of Birth

Female

Current
Age
(Years)
22

Mexico

Type of
Institution
Attended
Private

Location of
Institution
(State)
Illinois

Participant 1
Participant 2

Male

24

1½

Mexico

Private

Illinois

Participant 3

Female

24

3

Mexico

Illinois

Male

37

13

Mexico

Female

31

15

Western
Samoa

Community
College and
Private
Community
College
Community
College

Participant 4
Participant 5

Illinois
California

27

Participant 6

Female

26

6

Mexico

Community
College and
Public

Minnesota

A Facebook post was published in groups for undocumented/DACA recipients
explaining the study and inviting individuals who would like to share their experience
and met the criteria. If individuals were interested in being part of the study, they were
encouraged to send the researcher a private message to ensure that their identity was kept
anonymous. Participants were then emailed a consent form and during the interview, the
consent form was reviewed with them prior starting the interview. The consent form
informed the participant that they could withdraw at any point during the interview. Once
the participant volunteered to be involved with the study, they were asked for permission
to record the zoom call, they were also given the option to keep or turn off their camera.
Research Site
This study used Facebook Groups for undocumented/ DACA recipients to recruit
participants for the study. By conducting virtual interviews, the researcher was able to
interview participants across the country as long as they can access the internet.
Institutions of the participants were located in Illinois, California, and Minnesota and
included community colleges as well as both public and private four-year institutions.
Instrument
An interview protocol (see Appendix A) was developed to guide the one-on-one,
semi-structured interviews with participants via Zoom (Fraenkel et al., 2015). By using a
semi-structured interview, it allowed for in depth information from the participants to be
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obtained, and follow-up questions will be asked as needed (Nassaji, 2015; Patten 2005).
The interview questions were divided into two sections: demographics questions
consisting of closed ended questions pertaining to age, gender. The second part of the
interviews asked open-ended questions designed to gather information about the
participants’ life and experience in a post-secondary institution (see appendix A). By
structuring the interviews in this manner participants were able to share their story and
experiences as a DACA recipient in the United States (Fraenkel et al., 2015).
Researcher-as-instrument
It is essential to consider the researcher’s background and experiences and how
they may impact the data collection and interpretation of the data. The researcher is a
Latinx female, a first-generation college student, and a DACA recipient who became
interested in this topic as she navigated college as a ‘DACAmented’ student. By
disclosing this information to the participants, the researcher sought to ease any potential
fear of the participants in this study with sharing their stories. It was hoped that this
connection would encourage the participants in this study to share more details with the
researcher than they might have with a non-DACA researcher. Data was collected
through semi-structured virtual interviews and phone calls. By using semi-structured
interviews, it allowed the researcher the ability to gain in-depth experiences and
perspectives from the participants. Additionally, the questions were open-ended and
follow-up questions were able to be used when the researcher needed clarification.
Researcher’s Reflexivity
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The reflexivity concept is when the researcher shares similar experiences as the
participants (Berger, 2015). To remain objective in the study, the researcher used
Bracketing to lessen potential biases during the research process (Tufford & Newman,
2010). When using Bracketing as a qualitative method, the researcher has the
opportunity to facilitate more profound levels of reflection (Tufford & Newman, 2010).
This study aims to understand what challenges DACA recipients face when they attempt
to pursue a post-secondary degree. The researcher recognizes that their position a DACA
recipient had the ability to impact the study and the outcomes. Throughout this research,
utilization of Bracketing was used to uncover certain biases that may have not be
consciously realized that affected the data collection. The researcher continued the
reflection process by observing how their judgment and personal predispositions
influenced the study throughout the entire process. To achieve this, the Bracketing
method accompanied by reflexive journaling was used throughout the research process
(Tufford & Newman, 2010).
Data Collection
Data was collected using semi-structured one-on-one interviews that were be
conducted in the Fall 2021 academic term. The interviews were conducted virtually using
Zoom video conferencing software and were recorded with the participant’s permission
to facilitate the interviews’ transcriptions. Participants were reminded that their
information will stay confidential throughout the entire process. The interviews lasted
approximately 30-90 minutes. To ensure a confidential interview, participants were asked
to find a quiet and private location while the interview is conducted. Before the interview,
the participant was provided with an informed consent document and at the time of the
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interview, formal consent was obtained verbally and an explanation of the form to remind
the participant of their rights, and any questions they may have had were answered. By
creating a transcription of the interview, it allowed written documentation of responses
that facilitated data analysis.
Data Analysis
After each interview, the recorded interview session was transcribed, and a copy
was emailed to the participant for their review. This review enhanced the trustworthiness
of qualitative findings through data analysis triangulation (Kresfting, 1990). After all the
interviews were completed, transcriptions were analyzed and coded for themes. The
transcriptions were examined for common themes while keeping research questions in
mind. According to Saldaña (2013), coding is the process that allows data to be grouped
to create meaningful explanations. Themes were established from the transcripts that
addressed the barrier preventing DACA recipients from dropping out of college. During
the coding process, a descriptive coding process was used by assigning each theme a
short phrase that adequately summarizes the information (Saldaña, 2013). The coding
process was done for all the transcripts from the participants in this study.
Treatment of Data
After the data collection, participants' interviews were transcribed, coded, and
proofread for accuracy. A pseudonym was assigned to each participant during the
interview to protect their identity, and no personally identifying information was
collected. At the beginning of the interview, participants were asked to consent to the
interview being recorded. All transcripts, recordings, and material are stored on a
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password protected USB drive to limit access to the material. The transcripts will be
saved for three years after completing the study and only the researcher has access to the
records for three years, which will then be deleted per IRB protocols.

Summary
This chapter outlined the methodology framework that was utilized in the study.
A qualitative approach was be used throughout the research process to understand the
participants’ experience as DACA recipients and how their status impacted their decision
to end their enrollment in higher education. The researcher used Facebook group for only
Undocumented/ DACA recipients for recruitment purposes. After interviewing the
participants, the researcher transcribed and created themes based on the
responses. Chapter IV will present the information from the participant interviews.
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CHAPTER IV
Findings
This chapter presents the findings from six semi-structured interviews conducted
with participants in this qualitative study. In their responses, the participants shared their
stories as undocumented students, and they discussed the barriers and obstacles that
caused them to withdraw from their educational pursuits. The results are presented with
the themes that emerged from the interviews and organized through the research
questions' framework.
Research Question #1 - How did an individual's immigration status affect their
decision on where to enroll for post-secondary education?
When discussing the barriers undocumented students faced in a post-secondary
institution, the participants discussed the challenges that they faced in their pursuit of
higher education. In defining these obstacles, three major themes emerged from the
interviews: Knowing vs. Understanding Immigration Status, Paying for College, and
Disclosing Immigration Status: Who to Tell?
Knowing vs. Understanding Immigration Status
All participants in this study expressed that they always knew that they were not
from this country. However, they did not recognize the impact their immigration status
would have on their life, and they all stated that they started to comprehend the impact of
their immigration status once they were in high school. Participant one explained that
they always knew they were undocumented but did not realize the impact it would have
on them.
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I recognized there was something different right away, as soon as I got here, it
was that language barrier. That everyone was speaking something completely
different, and I couldn't understand. So right there I identified there was
something obviously different. And then over time, when I started applying to
high schools, and then the conversation started coming up about, you know, just
your legal status and things like that… So, I think at that point, and my parents
also explained to me, yeah, you weren't born here, you don't have what they called
papers. So, I kind of knew at that point, I didn't understand the magnitude of it,
but I knew.
Participant two reflected on their immigration status and expressed that they always knew
they were undocumented, but they also were not fully aware of its impact until high
school.
I think there's like two realizations that undocumented people go through. I think
your whole life, you kind of know you're undocumented. But it doesn't really hit
you until you become an adult. And you realize all the implications that it comes
with. Whether that'd be financially or just with any type of laws, things are just
shifted a little for undocumented people. So, I think that I realized really young
that I was undocumented and that I was not from here. I guess I knew I was born
in Mexico, but I guess I realized I was undocumented in high school.
Four of the participants migrated to this country when they were very young. The
youngest being less than a year old. One of the remaining two participants, one
immigrated to this country as teenager and the final participant was a teenager who
overstayed their visa. The participants that migrated to this country as younger children
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explained that they always knew they were different and would overhear conversations
about their immigration status. Before understanding how their immigrations status
would impact their future, they explained they did not know what it was, which caused
confusion and they had mixed feelings about being different when they compared
themselves to their peers.
Participant one shared their feelings when they found out about their immigration
status, “I was very scared and confused. I wasn't sure what I was gonna do.” Participant
one further explained that her older sister initiated the conversation with her parents when
she was introduced to college. Then their parents explained to them that they were
undocumented immigrants. Participant two explained that he first thought it was weird,
but then he thought it was something positive, because it made him different. “I think it
was something cool. Like, I wasn’t born here. All of you guys were born here [laughs].”
After reflecting and fully understanding their status and what it meant, participant two
realized that his immigration status was going to be the beginning of many difficulties in
his college journey. Participant three explained that although they did not fully
understand what it meant, it made her feel less than her peers.
I think growing up, it was always a sense of inferiority to others. I definitely felt
like I was less of a person, just by the attitude that other people gave me, you
know, and then even teachers, counselors, stuff like that, everyone was always
judging me based on [my] illegal status.
Participant six explained that when her parents told her she would not get her driver's
license due to her status, she realized that her life was not going to be easy.
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That's when my parents brought it up, and they said to get your driver's license
you need a social and 'you guys don't have that because you weren't born here.'
And that's when I kind of got to learn that maybe life after high school is not
going to be easy.

Participants one, two, three, and six were young kids when they migrated to the United
States, and for the most part, had no memory of living outside the United States. When
they fully understood their immigration status, fear and confusion were common
emotions that they experienced. While they might not have legal status in the United
States, these four participants described having lived their lives just as their citizen peers
and had created a form of cultural citizenship in how they related to this country.

While two of the participants expressed that they were teenagers at the time of
their entrance into the United States, Participant four said, "We were poor…I am still
poor, but back in Mexico, there was no income. Basically, we grew corn and beans to eat
to survive. So, it was exciting moving to a bigger place and seeing everything that the
city offers.” During their interview, participant four also shared that it is common for
teenagers like him to migrate to the United States in search of opportunities and a
financial income. Participant four talked about how they only focused on the greater
opportunities for success he would be given, not the added risks of being undocumented.
Although this participant was the only one that understood their immigration status prior
to coming to the US, they still did not foresee the challenges they would face as a result
of their status once they were living in this country. Participant five stated that when her
family decided to stay in the United States, she was fifteen years old and enrolled in high
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school. It was only after graduating high school that she realized she was undocumented
because her family did not discuss their immigration status openly.

So, when applying to community college, I ran into the issue, 'oh, you need a
Social Security' you know. So, mom, dad, I need a Social Security to enroll in
college. Then you know, our status was not something that was discussed in the
house. We just always went about our days without even mentioning it.

During the interview, participant five described how their family came to the United
States. " My dad had a working visa to come work here. Because he was a pastor, so we
came with him, he worked.” But the separation was too much for the family, so they
decided to move permanently to be reunited as a family. “We just decided to stay here
and go to school. He wanted us to go to school here."

Paying for College
While attending high school, five of the participants explained that when the
conversations about college started among their peers, it initiated their realization of the
limited options that they had when it came to applying to colleges and the kinds of
financial resources available to them. They realized that due to their legal status, they
were not going to be granted the same opportunities as their peers. All of the participants
applied to college, however they expressed that the institution they chose to attend was
the one they felt they were most able to afford, not necessarily their top choice. Three of
the participants stated that their selection was because they received a full ride
scholarship to that institution. Participants one and two received full scholarships to
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private institutions in Illinois and participant three received a scholarship to a community
college in Illinois. All three of them expressed that they were proud of receiving the
scholarship and it was the reason they were able to attend college. Participant one
explained the process of obtaining their scholarship and the reason they picked that
institution after receiving the scholarship offer.
I was at the school through a scholarship called the dream.us scholarship, and it's
a scholarship for undocumented students... that covered most of my
tuition…when I was introduced to the scholarship, I was really happy. And I was
hoping that I would get it, because it was going to cover most of my tuition. Um,
[pause] applying to it (the scholarship) I received help from school [high school].
So, it wasn't like a big deal. But I do remember applying to it and just thinking the
entire time ‘Oh, I really, really want to get it this, it is gonna help me a lot.’ The
only thing is the scholarship had schools that it was partnered with. And the
schools that I wanted to go to... [the scholarship] wasn't partnered with those
schools.
All three of these participants shared that their options in schools were limited due
to the financial resources available to them. Participant three added that after graduating
from community college with a full-ride scholarship, they then had to look for a four-year
institution where they would be able to obtain a bachelor’s degree. Once more, they
based their decision on which institution would offer the most financial help.
Like I mentioned, my parents were not in a position to pay all these 1,000s of
dollars, you know, so I did receive the Star Scholarship, which meant that I had to
pay nothing [in community college]. And that was something that I really valued.

38

And I was like, ‘alright, as long as I'm getting an education, I'm going there’, you
know. So, I think that was honestly the only factor, the biggest and only factor.
After receiving their full-ride scholarship, participant three attended a community college
in Illinois and after two years earned their associate degree. At this point participant three
transferred to a private four-year institution because it was the institution that offered the
most amount of financial help, but they still had to cover for part of the tuition and fees.
And then I went to a private institution to try to complete my Bachelor's. And I
paid $9,000 for one semester. It was ridiculous. And that was like the last straw. I
was like, ‘I'm done.’ I'm not about to pay another $9,000 for a semester, and I still
had a huge scholarship to cover most of the funds. But this [the scholarship] was
provided by the school because it was a private school. But I still had to pay a
huge chunk, and I just couldn't afford that.
Participants four, five, and six all attended community colleges for two main reasons:
affordability and location. Participant four was the only participant who did not graduate
from high school and instead completed Tests of General Educational Development
(GED). In their interview, they explained that they decided to withdraw from high school,
after dealing with depression. While completing their courses they were introduced to a
Gateway program for DACA recipients and was informed that the program would pay for
their tuition. It was at this point that they enrolled to college, for self-growth.

It became stressful trying to go to school and work and dealing with my peers.
That's a high school. You know, they bully you and so it can definitely get to you.
Yeah. I remember getting depressed after freshman [year] because I couldn't do
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my assignments anymore. So yeah, that was one of the main reasons why I
dropped out…I was like 25 or 26 [years old] when I went back and did my GED.

Participants five and six explained that since they were the first in their families to
attend college, they wanted to find an affordable institution close to home. Participant
five explains their process of choosing an institution:

I was just searching for conveniency, you know, most important for myself. And
then also there is a community college just not too far from where I stay…10
minutes away, stuff like that. So, it was convenient for myself to head over there
and apply for college [pause]. I even went into looking into vocational schools,
programs that maybe don't necessarily need this [a social security], but of course,
they all do. And, you know, finance was always the issue at that point as well. But
yeah [pause], so the deciding factor was the convenience to being closer to home
and affordability.
Participant six also first attended a community college. Then, they explained that they
attended community colleges and one private institution due to the major they were
pursuing.
I've gone to many, many schools. I've gone to like five different schools… they
were mostly community college? [stops to think] No, they were all community
colleges. Um, I did apply to a couple [community colleges] one was private
school that's kind of big here, known for their health care programs in Minnesota.
That was the first one I applied that was private and expensive and I got accepted,
but you know, life takes turns and yeah [pause]. The first institution that I went to
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was a community college. I think I went there for maybe two semesters. Then I
switched colleges because like I said, when you're the first one in your family to
go to college, there's so much that you don't know.
Disclosing Immigration Status: Who to tell?
The participants explained that once they fully understood their immigration
status, they became aware of the privileges U.S citizens had and the ones that they did not
share with their peers. While some participants decided to disclose their immigration
status to their high school teachers, counselors, and coaches, others decided to keep their
immigration status a secret. The participants who chose to keep their immigration status a
secret did not have yet have D.A.C.A. status and its protections because it had not been
introduced at the time, they began looking at college. All of the participants agreed that
disclosing their immigration status is very difficult, and it creates fear in how others will
act and treat them. Participant four explained who they would be willing to disclose their
status to.
It’s not comfortable, of course, but we were all the same [undocumented
students]. So, it was a lot easier to talk to them about it. I'm still undocumented,
so it’s not good to share that [ immigration status] with people around you. You
know, they're not the same. Like they're not your friends or family. Like even as
of right now, I'm still undocumented. I'm on DACA, and not many people know
at my workplace that I have a DACA permit.
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Participant six shared that although they did not have D.A.C.A. status during high school,
she disclosed her status to her English as a Second Language (E.S.L.) teacher because of
the trust they had built with them.
So, when I was in high school, it was before D.A.C.A. even came up. You know,
if I remember correctly, it came up in the summer of 2013 when people, I guess,
felt a little more safe to share because you really can't get deported unless we
[undocumented students] do something [bad]. So, I wasn't really comfortable with
sharing with people, you know? So, when they [friends] were asking me like,
‘hey, are you going to college?’ I would always just use the excuse, ‘you know…
I think I'm going to take a year off education and maybe go after.’ But yeah,
besides her [ESL teacher], we [undocumented students] didn't really share with
anyone else.
The younger participants in the study explained that they were in high school
when the Obama administration created DACA, so while they were being introduced to
college, they were in the process of obtaining DACA status. While they all explained that
they carefully picked whom to disclose their status to, the common factor of these
individuals as they were people to whom they could relate or trust. Four participants
stated that they had to disclose their immigration status to college officials to obtain
scholarships for undocumented students. They also stated that disclosing their
immigration status was intimidating, but they convinced themselves to receive financial
help. Furthermore, participants one and five stated that they attended student
organizations for undocumented students. However, they had different experiences when
attending the meeting. Participant one did not continue to attend the meeting because of
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the lack of participation of undocumented students. Participant Five continued to attend
the meetings because, although participants were mainly Latinx, she shared that she felt a
bond with all organization members because they shared similar experiences as
undocumented students.
Research Question #2 - What role, if any, does the immigration status of a DACA
recipient play in their decision to discontinue their post-secondary education?
When discussing if the immigration status of a DACA recipient played a role in
their decision to withdraw from their post-secondary institution, three themes were
identified from the interviews with participants: Life Before and After DACA,
Unintentional Pressure, and The Burden of Being First.
Life Before and After DACA
Half of the participants in this study explained that when they were in high
school, DACA was not available as it is now, which made it difficult to disclose their
status in high school, which then created the barrier of searching for a post-secondary
institution that did not require a social security number to enroll. Not having a "legal"
immigration status created many obstacles, the most prominent being around enrollment
at an institution and determining the tuition cost they would be expected to pay since they
could not prove they were residents of the state and qualify for financial aid that most of
their peers were doing. During the interviews, participants four, five, and six explained
that community college was the best option due to the low cost compared to four-year
institutions. Participant six shared how they dealt with the difficulties they faced.
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When I first started, because DACA was still just still so brand new, schools
didn't really offer any help for us, they didn't help. They didn't let us use financial
aid because it is through the state and that required you to be a us citizen and have
a social security [number]. You know, banks don't give loans to people who are
undocumented, so it was really hard. It's not, definitely not, the same. I do now
see all the help that is being provided and given to people who are undocumented.

Participant six later explained that undocumented students with DACA status have access
to resources they did not have before becoming DACA recipients. Participant six
recognized that even now, undocumented students without DACA status are still
experiencing the same barriers, such as difficulties with enrollment, tuition cost,
scholarship availability, and loan interest. Participant five shared how their experience as
a DACA recipient compared to their experiences before receiving their DACA status.

With the DACA program, the resources are more available to students and there's
counseling. People that are there, a lot of the community colleges in California,
they have special counselors and in a mission that just specialize with the
undocumented community. So, it's a lot better sitting in a classroom, knowing that
you can get your classes paid and not having to stress about the finances, or the
barriers that might get your Social Security taken away. Of course, there's still
uncertainty that with this program, it's not for sure thing and it can be taken away
from us [DACA recipients]. But now, with this program, you have a better
approach at it to further my knowledge and education.
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Participant five explained how their protected status under DACA has helped them in
ways beyond college.

DACA definitely provided that confidence for me to be able to have this
American dream, like a mansion and be able to apply for things that weren't there
for us [DACA recipients]. People think that driving is just driving but to myself,
getting from home and being able to drive myself to schools, just made it a lot
easier. It made a lot easier and also applying to the scholarships that are open [to
DACA recipients] with the use of social security [number] and gaining other jobs
and just working hard.
The Unintentional Pressure
Five participants talked during their interview that one of their major motivations
for attending college was to make the people in their life proud. Participant one described
feeling pressure from her high school to enroll in college after graduation. She stated that
during her time in high school, college was the only option presented by teachers and
other adults.
I feel like when I was in high school, going to college was talked about a lot. And
there was a lot of pressure for everybody to decide right away what they were
going to do. And, I mean, there wasn't really any other options. I feel like now
there are a lot more options. If you don't want to go to college, there's trade
schools or there's other opportunities for you to do, but I feel when I was in high
school, it was all about college, it was the main option.
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Participant one then shared how she was not considering college as a career path, but like
many of her classmates, applied to college due to the pressure she felt from the high
school.
When I was in high school, I was trying to figure [life] out. Like I said, I had an
idea that I didn't want to go to college at one point. But then I started talking to
my classmates, and there were a couple of my classmates that were saying they
didn't want to go to college. And, in my head, I was like, everybody has their
opinions. But I feel like the school is pushing that so much that even those
classmates who said they didn't want to go to college, [still] ended up applying to
colleges, and ended up enrolling in a college, simply because the school was
pushing on it so much.
Participant two explained that the expectation was to obtain a college degree to
compensate for their family's sacrifices.
I think if you grew up being undocumented, you more than likely grow up with
this kind of expectation that your parents did so much to bring you to this country,
so you kind of have to take it a step further than they did. And so, it almost feels
like you owe something to your family, not specifically to your parents, but to
your family, to kind of pay back that opportunity they gave you to be in a country
where education, for the most part, is free. Well, up until you get to college, but
for the most part, it's free and it's accessible.
Participants three, five, and six also expressed how they felt a need to make their family
proud by obtaining a college degree with the intentions of one day being able to repay
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their parents back for all the sacrifices they had to endure. Participant six stated that her
goal was to help her parents financially, and she also wanted her parents to be proud by
breaking the cycle of not attending college.
When we grow up, you kind of see how your parents are struggling and you want
to do better and be better. So that one day, you can help them. That was my goal. I
wanted to help my parents. I wanted them to be proud. I wanted their hard work to
pay off, and that's why I chose to go and do something and try to do something
more with myself, I guess, just to make them proud, to do something that could
help them.

Participant six explains the pressure she placed on herself, after withdrawing from her
institution.

Like I said, probably like 120 [college credits]. I've taken so many different
classes because there were so many times where I wanted to switch my degree, to
be honest, because I just felt like it was almost impossible to reach my goal if that
makes sense. I was perusing nursing then I told myself, ‘Maybe this isn't my
calling.’ That's when I chose business. And then I said, ‘no, this is super boring, I
never want to do business.’ Then I stopped for a little bit, and I haven't gone back,
and I've taken my time. Sometimes. I want to go back and give it a shot at nursing
but part of me is like, ‘why are you being so stubborn?’ Part of me wants to finish
nursing because a part of me says, ‘look, you have spent so much money and time
on all of these courses. I have always wanted to go back so I don’t feel like I
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waste my time or so it doesn't seem like I wasted my time or money going for
anything other than that.

Participant six shared that they feel as if they wasted time and money because they could
not obtain a post-secondary degree. They also explained during their interview that when
her family and in-laws ask her about her college degree, she feels like they think less of
her because, unlike her husband, she was not able to earn a college degree when they
were in college.

The Burden of Being First
While graduating from high school was a significant accomplishment for all the
participants, five of them expressed that being the first in their families to attend college
was a difficult journey. In addition, three of the participants talked about how being one
of the older siblings in their household resulted in them feeling responsible for supporting
their family by any means. For example, participant one explained that although they did
not have to pay for school because of their full-ride scholarship, "I was trying to just go
to work and help my family out." Furthermore, participant three shared that after being
told, their graduation date was pushed back, they decided to withdraw from the
institution.

The career in itself is already expensive and long. Well, I already anticipated that.
But now with this [push back date for graduation], I'm like, no, it's really going to
be long, really expensive. And I can't put my family through that, because at the
time, my dad was the one paying for me [tuition]. And I was like, I can't afford

48

that. I'm not gonna put him through that, I can't afford that. So, I just need to go
where the money’s at. So that's why I dropped out. And then I just went to work
with my dad. Well, not immediately, but eventually.
Participant five explained their reasoning for withdrawing from their institution.
I had to leave or pause my education journey because I needed to work and take
care of the family as well and myself. My younger brother he got into Brown
University, so when I had to leave my school, I was supporting them [their family],
my father had passed away. So, seeing him going to school and [in the] Ivy League,
and you know he’s on a scholarship.
Participant five reflected further that seeing her younger brother attend an Ivy League
university has motivated her to return to college. She explained that her younger brother
was sending her resources and information on scholarships and other ways to help with the
financial burden for her to return for her college degree. Participant five then explained
that as a DACA recipient, she now had more access to scholarships and resources than
when she had during her first attempt at college.
Research Question #3 - What challenges do DACA recipients face while attending a
post-secondary institution?
When discussing the challenges that the participants experienced while attending
a post-secondary institution, four themes illustrated these challenges including the
Imposter Syndrome, Finding support from peers, Mental Health& Financial Burdens, and
the Intersection of First-Generation and Immigration status.
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Imposter Syndrome
While attending a post-secondary institution, all the participants experienced
feelings that are best described as imposter syndrome, defined as feelings of inadequacy
that persist despite evident success (Clance, 1985). Participant four shared his experience
and what led them to withdraw from their post-secondary institution.
But it was a GED and it's not the same as spending four years in high school. So,
you just brush through the topics. And the goal is to pass the GED test and get
your GED diploma. And then they [professors at the community college] started
talking about college and stuff, and they showed us the gateway program. So that
kind of also motivated me to continue a little bit. The depression kind of came
back a little bit. Then when I realized that that was happening, that's when I was
like… ‘I have reached my limit of difficulty.’ And that's why I went ahead and
dropped out again, but this time from college.

Participant four explained that after dropping out of high school, due to low-self-esteem
and depression, the returned to school to obtain the earn his GED, and after successfully
completing it, he did enroll into college courses, but once he experienced the classes
getting harder, he started to feel like he was not smart enough to continue his education.
Furthermore, participant one shared their experience in her institution.
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I kind of felt like I didn't fit in school [post-secondary institution]. I had some
friends, but I felt classes where really intimidating to be in, the majority [of the
students] was white. The way that they [students in her class] were speaking…I
just felt like, they were smarter than me. And I felt like I couldn't express myself
or I was just saying things wrong, just because of the way that they [students in
her class] were speaking, and they honestly sounded a lot smarter than me.

After explaining that she did not feel as smart as her peers, participant one explained that
she started to participate less and was intimidated to ask questions to her professors. In
addition, Participant two, three, five and six explained that the college culture made it
difficult for them to feel like their peers, because many of them were not experiencing
their difficulties. Participant six explained her experience.

At some point I did have like a 3.4 or 3.5 [GPA in college]. If anything, my
lowest [GPA in college], I think it was like a 3.3. I guess it [school] was easier
when I was younger. I wanted to be a nurse. If I didn't [become a nurse], I wanted
to be a dental hygienist or a dental assistant. If for some reason you are just not
one of the high or top people with the biggest score you get waitlisted. So instead
of starting the nursing classes, let's say in the spring semester, you wait almost a
whole year again, to be able to apply and get in. So, yeah, and it just really sucks,
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you know, because you have all the classes of, instead of being able to advance
and keep taking courses for that, you're kind of on a pause in everything else.
Participant six explains that’s being waitlisted for their nursing program and transferring
to multiple community colleges, they felt discouraged to continue their education after
earning over 120 college credit and no degree. The participants expressed that being the
first to attend college, they did not know the “basics” of college, such as enrolling in
classes and fully understanding the importance of seeking help from an academic advisor.
Many participants expressed that their experience was very much like trial and error. If it
worked, they continued to do it, but if it didn’t, they tried other ways to find a solution to
their problem. Without the support of family who knew the ‘ins and outs’ of college, the
obstacles that they faced were magnified by their immigration status to become almost
insurmountable.

Support from Peers
All participants expressed that they attempted to make friends similar to their
culture and background while attending college. Three participants stated that they
looked for student organizations in their institution, groups specifically for undocumented
students, hoping they would find students who shared their immigration status in order to
confide and support one another. Participant one recounted their experience when first
attending a meeting for undocumented students and allies on their campus.
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Well, I went to it [club meeting], hoping that there would be more people that I
could talk to, see what situations they were in, and hopefully talk about my
experience and how I felt about not fitting in. But then going and seeing that it
was mostly allies and it was mostly people who were not undocumented, I kind of
felt discouraged. And I was like, ‘no, I thought it was gonna be different.’ I mean,
it was welcoming and everything, but not the way that I thought it was gonna be.
Participant one later explained that although the environment was welcoming, they did
not feel comfortable sharing their story with the organization because no one else
identified as an undocumented student. Since everyone else all identified as allies, they
were unmotivated to attend any additional meetings. They stated they would have
continued going to the meetings if they had met other students like them. Participant two
shared a similar experience that they had when they enrolled in their institution.
There were so many international kids here [private institution]. But a lot of them
had visas. They were kids that came from money, maybe from Asia or the Middle
East. And they had visas, so they were treated as citizens. In my eyes, I felt like
they were more citizen than I was just because I didn't hold a visa where I could
travel outside of the U.S. and I can’t do a bunch of stuff.
Participant two then explained how they felt that the school was less interested in their
needs as a person as much as showing outsiders that they were supportive of their
population and that this was evident whenever they were asked to attend an event for
their institution.
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I always felt like the token just because there was this weird relationship, I held
with other people like the student council. I would attend weird fundraising
events, and they would always be ‘let me take a picture with the immigrant kid.’
And then they would always post [on social media] and caption it ‘we support
undocumented students.’ Um, [pause] but it was never a personal ‘Hey, how are
you doing’ or whatever, it was always just ‘we need you for this. So, we can show
that the school is progressive.’ So, it was just show up and take a picture with us.
Participant two later explained that the institution’s relationship felt superficial because
although they were grateful for the scholarship, they were not provided with a genuine
relationship based on who they were as a person. Later they explained that the only
relationship that felt genuine from anyone in the institution was a professor who
identified as a Latino. Participant five shared how their experience with the student
organization in their institution changed their own views about the undocumented
community.
The community college that I attend, just created a club for the undocumented.
So, the people [in the club], they reached out to me, just last weekend. Of course,
the lack of the representation of the Pacific Islander is well, [pause] I always walk
into the room and people are like, ‘Oh, my God, there are there's so many Pacific
Islanders that are a part of this program, but they just, they're scared.’ I was the
same way… but, you know, now there should be more representation of Pacific
Islanders, because we are there. This is our fight too. We have to do it together.
So, I try to talk to my community into joining these programs and stuff like that,
but we can only do so much. We [undocumented students] don't want to go back
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to trying to try to survive, and without a social security, without these benefits that
this program is offering. This, [access to] higher education and being able to have
a job and being able to drive and being able to travel, and study.
Participant five explained that although the club is mainly run by Latinx students, they
are appreciative of the club and what it represents.
So, it's such a great program, they offer a lot of resources and help for
undocumented people. In this group, we share stories all the time and it's crazy,
everyone's story is the same, but different. We all go through the same struggles.
Finding people who can relate to the participants' backgrounds makes it easier for them to
share their stories. When institutions have such groups on campus for undocumented
students, it is equally important to make sure that if students decide to participate in this
group, they will be able to make friendships with students like themselves.
Mental Health Financial Burden
All the participants in this study talked about how they had to deal with financial
burdens while they were attending their post-secondary institution. Although three
participants in this study obtained a full-ride scholarship, they also worried about the
other expenses college students face besides tuition. Participant one and two both
obtained full-ride scholarships to private institutions in Illinois, however, participant one
explained they had chosen to commute to their institution because their scholarship only
covered tuition and fees and not housing. Participant two however did receive aid that
included housing, tuition, and fees in their scholarship, however, they were responsible
for paying for books. Participant three, attended a community college in Illinois and their
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scholarship covered tuition, fees, books, and transportation for up to three years. In
comparison to the scholarships given by the private institution, the students were given
the scholarship for up to four years and if the student did not graduate with in that time
frame, they were expected to pay for their education on their own or, in their case,
withdraw from the institution. Participant one explained how they felt when they realize
they might not finish before their fourth year in the institution.
The program that I was trying to do, which I understand it was a new program and
they were trying to figure it out… but they were adding a lot of classes to it.
Which caused me to stress out, because I wasn't going to be able to finish in the
four years and if I didn't finish in the four years, I wasn't going to be getting that
scholarship anymore so I wouldn’t be able to finish school. The scholarship was
for the four years and after the fourth year, I mean, they were assuming that you
would graduate in four years. So, after the fourth year, it was just kind of like you
don't get the scholarship anymore.
Participant four attended a community college in Illinois and received financial help
through a Gateway program. However, he was responsible for paying for books and
transportation. Since he was also living on his own, he had to work to cover rent, bills,
and essentials. Participant four discussed how their financial struggle impacted their goal
of getting a degree.
It started to get difficult [class] and hard to complete the assignments. I was
working at the same time and it was hard because couldn’t skip paying all the
bills and all the stuff for the classes. I had to pay my rent, and study. I felt like a
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lot of my money was going towards this class and I was always without any
money. And so, I decided to drop that out of focus on working.
Participant four was the main provider in their household and explained that the financial
burden they had to deal with led to more problems which caused them to become
depressed, and to solve the financial problem, they had to withdraw from college.
First Generation intersection with Immigration status
Four of the participants in the study were the first students to attend college in
their immediate families. Furthermore, three out of the six participants shared in their
interview that their high school did have resources for undocumented students that helped
them transition to college. These three participants were also the participants who
migrated to the United States at younger ages so when they reached high school, DACA
had begun to be offered to students like them. The other three participants were older
when they were starting college, so DACA was not available to them when they were in
high school, making it difficult for the participants to open up about their immigration
status to ask for help. For the three participants that had support in high school finding
resources, they were able to apply and successfully receive a full-ride scholarship.
Participant one talked about why she joined the Dream Team at her high school.
I joined something called the Dream Team at our school. And we started talking
about our studies and the opportunities available to us [undocumented students]
even if we didn't have DACA and at that time, I still hadn't applied to DACA. But
I knew that my sister and I were gonna apply.
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Participant two shared his experience being in a “club for DACA students” at his high
school.
We had a club for DACA students. And we did a yearly scholarship for like, $500
for books and stuff that we awarded to a student. But yeah, we had those
resources and I mean that was huge. Because sometimes being undocumented,
you don't know who else is undocumented, especially because some people like to
be very reserved with that information. So, they tend to not be vocal, I feel like I
was vocal. So, it does help to meet up every Tuesday or something and just be
able to share your experience and share scholarships that you know about. So that
was one of the resources that I think that might have been pretty much the only
resource that was tailored towards undocumented students.
Participant three explained how having support from peers helped them with their
experience of being an undocumented student.
I think, just the exposure of the Latin community, being exposed to that at school
[high school], and that my high school, my middle school that I… I recognized
that I wasn't the only one. So just that portion made me feel more secure, to see
that there were other people facing the same thing.
Research Question #4 - What programs and services could have been provided by
institutions that would have better supported these students in their educational
goals?
When asked what programs and services could have been provided by the
institutions that would have better supported their educational goals, three common
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themes to the participants were found: Having Advisors for Undocumented Students,
Financial Guidance for Undocumented Students, and Transition of Undocumented
Students from High School to College.
Advisors for Undocumented Students
All participants in the study stated that they at least met with their academic
advisor one time while attending their institution. However, five participants mentioned
that they would have preferred if they would have been assigned an advisor for
undocumented students that understands their immigration status and has knowledge how
to overcome the barriers they may experience. Participant two shared their experience
with their academic advisor.
I have an undergrad advisor, but it was just a once-a-year meeting where you just
kind of gave her your plan moving forward and how you're doing and stuff. But it
was never like a constant check in.
Participant two highlighted that they would have felt better prepared and supported if
their relationship with their advisor was more regular, rather than only meeting with them
annually. Participant four also agreed, he stated, “I remember going to my counselor
[academic advisor] a few times to see what I had to do [register for classes] and stuff like
that.” However, participant one stated her institution had an advisor for undocumented
students but she never actually made contact with her.
They have somebody at the institution that helps with undocumented students.
But that person never personally reached out to me. So, I knew his name, but I
never had a conversation with him. I never was in contact with him.
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Participant one shared that although she was never contacted by the individual who helps
undocumented students in their institution, they were able to build a relationship with her
academic advisor.
My advisor was great. He was always helping me out. He was always talking to
me about how I was doing not only with like school, also with my life. He had
this thing every time that I went to enroll in classes, he would always check up on
me and then from there be like, ‘Okay, how do you feel? Do you feel okay with
the classes that you want to take?’ or he would just give me an advice, like he
would tell me, ‘okay, these are the classes that you should be taking’. But
honestly, he was great.
Participant one also shared that at one point in their college experience, their academic
advisor helped them finish the semester.
I reached out to my advisor, and he talked about just finding the motivation to be
in school. I explained everything to him how I just felt like I didn't fit in. He
honestly helped me get through the semester, because I feel at that point, where I
was kind of struggling a lot, I was close to dropping my classes. But he helped me
out and I ended up finishing that semester.
Although participant one was unable to establish a relationship with the undocumented
student specialist, she created a relationship with their advisor due to the genuine concern
and determination the academic advisor had for her to keep her in the institution.
Participant three shared her experience with her academic advisor which was not as
beneficial.
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I would just go with the counselor [academic advisor], and they would kind of go
through all the courses that I had to take to graduate on time and meet the
requirements necessary. I had all my requirements, everything was set, ready to
go. And they're [academic advisor] like, ‘well, you're just, you just need two more
years, we're gonna set you up for that’, and I'm like, ‘Alright, great’. So, then I go
in there, and my second semester, I am about to choose my classes, and they were
trying to give me 13 credits. They're [academic advisor] ‘well, now you're gonna
finish in three years’. I was like, ‘Well, why? Why, you guys are trying to give me
13 credits.’ I wasn't mentally ready, because they wanted me to stay longer. And
that's when I recognized that universities are a business.
Participant three stated that they were discouraged from continuing their education after
their academic advising meeting because they were told their graduation was expected to
be in two years. However, when they were told it was extended to three years during
registration, it made them lose motivation and trust. Participant three explained that after
she met with her academic advisor, her perception changed because she felt that the
institution did not value her as a student but instead viewed her as a source of money, and
the longer she stayed at the institution, the more money they would be able to obtain from
her. The students, though having radically different experience with their academic
advisors, highlighted the vital role that they play in students' success. Additionally, while
it is beneficial to have a designated undocumented student specialist on the campus, if
that professional is not the one initiating contact students to help them through their
academic journey, they may not provide the support these students need.
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Financial Guidance for Undocumented Students
All of the participants in this study expressed that they had faced a financial
burden which directly affected their decision to drop out of college before completing
their degree. All of them were aware that they would not qualify for traditional forms of
financial aid, therefore they had to search for scholarships that were open to
undocumented students. Participant four said, “I was advised not to take help from the
state because if I ever had a chance to become a citizen, that my [doing so would]
complicate the process.” He further explained that after meeting with his advisor, he
explained that he did not want to run the risk of not being eligible to become a U.S.
citizen, so he decided to pay out of pocket for books and fees that the scholarship did not
cover. He also explained that he relied heavily on the advice he received from his advisor
because he had no prior knowledge of applying for financial aid. Participant six explained
some of the difficulties she experienced as an undocumented student before she was able
to obtain DACA status.
They [institutions] didn't let us use financial aid because it was through the state,
and it required you to be a U.S. Citizen and have a social security. You know,
banks don't give loans to people who are undocumented. So it was really hard. It's
not, definitely not the same, like I do now see all the help that is being provided
and given to people who are undocumented [DACA recipients].

Participant six then added that her financial situation was why she felt she had to disclose
her immigration status when working with her high school counselor about preparing to
go to college when they started discussing scholarships and other financial support.
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They would always tell me, ‘Hey, how about we help you sign up, for financial
aid.’ And it wasn't until I felt comfortable enough with my counselor that I said,
‘look, the truth is, I know I won't qualify for anything because. I am not a us
citizen.’ And then I just kinda told her she then went and did explain to me that
there are other ways like scholarships.

Participant six then explained that she learned that she was eligible to apply for the Alice
Grant. This grant provides financial help for undocumented students and it covers
between 500-1,000 dollars towards tuition. After disclosing her status, her advisor was
able to help her find resources to help her pay for tuition. However, participant six also
noted that most of these grants and scholarships require that the students to be DACA
recipients in her state to qualify. Participant five explained how she felt lost and anxious
after she had made the decision to withdraw from her institution.
I felt dead [pause] ‘Will I ever come back to, you know, [college]’ you always
have that thought in mind, the ‘American dream’, I got to get a piece of paper,
‘Will I ever be able to come back [pause] the uncertainty of the program going
away? [DACA]’It's like, what if it goes away [DACA]? Will I ever have the
opportunity to come back to college and, the lack of, I don't know, opportunities
that are there now with the program [DACA]. If you leave [college] and come
back, will it still be there [DACA]? Will financial aid still be available to
undocumented? That was the main concern.
Following her withdrawal, participant five explained that her fear was based on her
doubts that DACA would still be there for her or that she would lose out on the
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opportunity that she had. She was afraid of leaving college, and that if she returned, she
would return and face the same hardships she had dealt with before she applied for
DACA. Participant five actually withdrew from her institution after her father's passing
and she became the head of her family’s household, and she ultimately decided that she
could not afford to use her income to fund her own education. She acknowledged that
DACA has provided her with many benefits, one of them enrolling in a post-secondary
institution without paying the tuition and fees of an international student, but it was not
enough with all of the other demands and financial pressures she was facing.
Participants four, five, and six were undocumented students when they enrolled to
a post-secondary institution, while participants one, two, and three had applied and
received DACA status when they were still in high school and the difference in financial
guidance and pressure was clear between the two groups. The participants with DACA
status stated they were given assistance in high school when applying for college and
advice about resources to help them. Since, their high school counselor was aware of
their immigration status, they were guided towards scholarships for undocumented
students. Participants one, two, and three managed to obtain full-ride scholarships to their
institutions. However, out of all six participants, only one of them was able to obtain a
college degree, “Yeah, I graduated with my associates in biology.” Her goal was to
become a dentist, but after she transferred to a private institution, she explains how her
experience was very different.
When I told them I was like, ‘can I have some kind of other help or payment plans
or something?’ They weren't really cooperating with my situation, which is to me,
to me, it was super discouraging.
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Participant three further explained the interactions she had with people in the institution
when she disclosed that she was not eligible for FAFSA.
They weren't trying to give me any help, any guidance, it was just like, alright,
‘well, you know that you don't you can't apply for FAFSA. So, what do you want
us to do? You either pay it or you don't.’ So, it was that's how I took it, you
know? And, yeah, just, it [institution] felt like a business. It didn't feel like they
cared about my education.
Participant three went on to explain that the application process for her four-year college
was the same as the community college. However, the guidance she received during the
application process at her community college was very different because the scholarship
she had received covered her tuition, fees, and books and the interactions she had with
the school was much more comprehensive about the entire college experience. But the
scholarship and support she received from the private institution did not cover
everything. When she asked for additional help or guidance on covering the remaining
costs, the only option offered to her was to pay or withdraw. This experience was similar
what participants one and two experienced during their time in higher education. While
they were provided a full-ride scholarship to their private institutions, they were expected
to graduate within four years and if not, then they would be solely responsible for their
tuition, fees, and books after the four years of enrollment. Unable to pay for those costs,
participants one and two had to withdraw from their institutions, ending their educational
journey.
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Transition of Undocumented Students from High school to College
All participants stated that the transition from high school to college was difficult
for them. Participant two explained that he wished that his institution would have been
knowledgeable about the barriers undocumented students could possibly face during their
time in college. He explain why undocumented students need academic guidance more
than their peers.
Most of us [undocumented students] didn't know what we were doing in college.
We didn't know how college works, for example, how we [students] have to apply
for classes early, and how to reach out to internships and all that. So as opposed to
a lot of the students there, they already had parents that went to college and some
of them even [had several] generations that went to college.
Participant two also shared how they thought that the institution should better prepare
undocumented students to be successful in college in order to increase their retention rate.
They [institution] were not set up for undocumented students, and we don't know
what we're doing. So, it would have been neat for them to already know that and
kind of be like, ‘hey, you know, we want to let you know, this, how college works
or whatever’ so that we could have had a higher chance of being at the same level
as most [other] students.
Participant two explained that undocumented students are already disadvantaged, because
of the barriers they face due to their immigration status. He summarized that as an
undocumented student, you do not know how to be a successful college student.
Participant six shared her experience as the first member of her family to attend college.
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I guess having someone to go to, to help me with my process, being the first one
to attend college in my family is [pause] is a lot of things because it makes me
feel proud. You know, I was really proud of myself to be able to do something
that my parents weren't able to.
Participant six added that she was also proud of being the first in her family to attend
college. However, that also created some disadvantages for her. She stated that having
someone at her institution guide her and explain the “basics skills” needed to be a college
student would have improved her experience. She explained that, at first, she was hesitant
to ask for help from her counselor because she believed that they were like high school
counselors. She had the impression that the counselor was only there to help her in terms
of having someone to talk to. What she encountered at college was that her counselor
really only gave her direction on selecting her classes and some financial guidance. She
felt that the institution should better explain the roles of faculty and offices on campus to
students in her situation so that they understood the resources that were there for them.
Participant five had the same issue in her college experience and explains why it is
important for institutions to advertise the services they provide undocumented students.
The lack of counseling that there is for undocumented students, that's provided by
the colleges, it's not really out there for us, too. How can I say, I mean, it's not
advertised, but I would say the resources are there, but it's not getting out to those
who need it. So, the lack of support discourages students like myself to look for
these things. I mean, you're already undocumented and to put yourself out there to
look for things. Just, you know, some people may lack the confidence to search
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for help. But if you can see, if it's being advertised, I feel like, people would have
a positive approach to search for help. And to ask for that assistance
Participant five added that being an undocumented student may deter students from
asking for help due to the fear of self-disclosure. She further explained that for this
reason, institutions should be strategic when advertising resources for students, especially
for undocumented and first-generation students. Participants two, five, and six explained
that institutions have the assumption that students who enroll already know about their
resources. In the experiences of these participants, they had little to no knowledge, which
contributed to most of the barriers that they faced.
Summary:
This chapter provided a structure of the participant’s responses through the
themes in each research question. In research question one, three major themes were
found: Knowing vs. Understanding Immigration Status, Paying for College, and
Disclosing Immigration Status: Who to Tell? Next, three themes emerged in research
question two: Life Before and After DACA, Unintentional Pressure, and The Burden of
Being First. Furthermore, research question three had four themes: Imposter Syndrome,
Mental Health & Financial Burden, and the Intersection of First-Generation and
Immigration status. Finally, research question four identifies three themes: Having
Advisors for Undocumented Students, Offering Financial Guidance for Undocumented
Students, and Transition of Undocumented Students from High School to College.
Chapter five discusses these findings within the theoretical framework of this study.
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CHAPTER V
Discussion
This study focused on the barriers undocumented, and DACAmented students
experienced as they attempted to earn a post-secondary degree. This chapter will
highlight the barriers the participants experienced which caused them to withdraw from
their post-secondary institutions before earning a college degree. Undocumented and
DACAmented students encounter multiple challenges in their personal and academic life
and the participants discussed prioritizing and maintaining their DACA status and
maintaining a stable financial income. Finally, this chapter will examine the results
found, suggestions for Student Affair Professionals, recommendations for additional
research, and future implications for the support of undocumented and DACAmented
students in higher education.
Barriers Experienced by Undocumented and DACAmented Students
Literature on undocumented and DACAmented students has illustrated that this
population faces complex challenges such as navigating their immigration status,
obtaining financial assistance to afford a post-secondary education, and navigating their
legal obstacles (Abrego, 2006; Aguirre, 2019; Baum & Flores,2011). Participants in this
study shared the barriers they encountered in their post-secondary institutions. Some of
the most significant barriers included understanding immigration status, lack of financial
assistance, and feeling alone in their struggle as a DACAmented student in their
institution.
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Understanding Immigration Status
Participants in the study expressed that knowing and understanding their
immigration status were different milestones they had to achieve in order to understand
better their position as undocumented and DACAmented students endeavoring a postsecondary degree. Existing literature has found that undocumented students are typically
introduced to the impact of their immigration status when applying for college, seeking
jobs, and even attempting to obtain a driver's license (Aguilar et al., 2019). The findings
from this study correlated with the existing literature, however participants expressed that
they were always aware that they were undocumented because their families cautioned
them not to disclose their immigration status to anyone, fearing being deported.
Furthermore, they expressed that while they took precautions of not disclosing their
status, they did not understand the magnitude of their status and the limitations they
would encounter as they prepared for the transition to a post-secondary institution after
completing a high school diploma or equivalent.
Fear of discovery amongst this population of students is common. Unfortunately,
it only worsens when they encounter racist interactions in their institution or the
community. For this reason, institutions must address all incidents, big or small, to assure
this student population that their safety is as much a concern as it is for their peers,
regardless of immigration status. Participants in the study shared that when they
experienced racism from their peers, faculty, and staff, they did not feel safe expressing
any of their concerns with the institution. They expressed feeling like a second-class
citizen on the campus because when they did express their concern, they were often
dismissed, which caused them to disassociate from the institution. The institution must
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work to create a safe environment for all students to prevent these kinds of interactions.
However, when racist events occur, student affairs professionals must also take the time
and effort to address the situation and initiate conversations without placing the spotlight
on the students being targeted to ensure their safety. Validating the experiences of
undocumented and DACAmented students will prevent this student population from
disassociating from the institution. Once they feel welcomed and appreciated by the
institution and community, they will be able to form meaningful relationships with their
peers and with higher education professionals.
Prior research has studied the importance of getting support from student affairs
professionals for undocumented students, especially in the financial aid and career
services on campuses (Baum & Flores, 2011; Bjorklund, 2018). When undocumented and
DACAmented students enroll in a post-secondary institution, they are very likely to be
first-generation college students. This puts them at a disadvantage because if they do not
receive guidance throughout their college journey, they risk withdrawing from the
institution without earning a degree when they encounter problems that feel
overwhelming. The majority of participants in this study were first-generation and stated
that since they were not given guidance from their institution, most of their experience
was based on trial and error, which proved to be a struggle for them.
The role of Student affairs professionals is to guide and prepare students for
success during their time in college and post-graduation. With a new wave of students
enrolling in higher education, student affairs professionals must continue to educate
themselves on the needs of various students’ populations. A way for professionals to have
a continuous education on the needs of students is by obtaining feedback from them and
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creating necessary changes based on that data. They can also education themselves as
well by attending professional development conferences, where these discussions are
happening. By knowing what barriers this student population faces, the institution can
create plans to reduce these barriers benefitting both the student and the institution.
Furthermore, the students' burden will be lessened because they do not have to worry
about educating the institution.
Rendón (1994) found that students encounter many forms of racism, sexism, and
oppression on college campuses. While some students may overcome these invalidating
experiences through determination, many vulnerable students will respond by dropping
out of college. All six participants in this study withdrew from the institution because
their needs were not being met by the institution. While some participants were actually
given a full-ride scholarship, the institutions did not offer enough, or the right kinds of
support, to retain the participants, especially when they encountered obstacles. The
conditional requirement for full-ride scholarships that the participants received was to
graduate in four years or less in order to receive that funding. If the student did not
complete their degree within the four years, they were left to pay for their education after
the four years, an expense that many students in this situation are unable to do. Expecting
all students to graduate within four years may be unrealistic considering that many
students require more than the traditional four years to complete a bachelor’s degree.
Institutions offering full-ride scholarships specific to undocumented students may need to
consider options to allow them additional time to complete their education.
Creating scholarships for undocumented and DACAmented students is a
significant first step when creating an undocumented-friendly campus. However, it is not
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enough to guarantee an undocumented student success for graduation. Validation theory
provides a framework for faculty and staff that they can employ to work with students
that helps them to provide these students affirmation, self-worth, and liberation from past
invalidations. For undocumented and DACAmented students, external validation can
serve as a powerful means to gain strength, resulting in increased confidence in their
academics and personal lives. When creating undocumented friendly campuses, student
affairs professionals need to recognize that undocumented students are diverse. Although
the Latinx community widely represents most research on this student population, we
need to recognize that not every Latina/o student on campus is undocumented, nor is
every undocumented student Latinx.
For this reason, when programming events for undocumented students, the events
should cater to the experiences of an undocumented student and not a specific race or
ethnicity. Participant five stated that most of the programming by the organization on her
campus for the undocumented club was based on Latinx undocumented students. This
participant was also the only non-Latinx student in this study. She stated that she was
initially hesitant to join this club because its members were all Latinx undocumented
students. However, after joining the club, she realized that she was able to relate to the
student members because they had similar experiences even though they did not share the
same cultural background. If the club is solely based on catering to undocumented
students' specific race or ethnicity, it can deter others from joining these clubs. When
promoting these organizations, institutions or student leaders should make it clear that it
caters to all undocumented students. Shifting the focus on the experiences of
undocumented students creates external and internal affirmation and acknowledgment of
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belongingness to the institution. The undocumented and DACAmented student
population does not fit into a single race or ethnicity category; for this reason, it should
not be marketed as one.
Financial Assistance
A significant barrier experienced by all participants in this study was finding
resources and assistance when applying for scholarships, grants, loans, and even the
alternative financial aid application. Financial resources for undocumented students are
in high demand, which makes scholarships very competitive among this student
population. While some states have created financial alternatives for undocumented
students, it is up to the institution's discretion if they provide training and knowledge
about resources available for undocumented students to their faculty and staff. Simply
having resources available does not provide enough support if student affairs
professionals are not helping this population of students learn how to obtain these
resources.
A common sentiment felt by the study participants was not knowing how to
obtain financial support. Participants expressed that they were told by their high school
and college advisors to apply for scholarships. However, they were not given guidance as
to which scholarships were available. Furthermore, participants expressed that it was
discouraging to see that most of the scholarships they found in their independent search
were for U.S. citizens after searching for scholarships. This negatively affected their
outlook for searching for scholarships because they felt rejected, which negatively
influenced their decision about whether to stay at their institution.
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Building Solidarity Among Undocumented and DACAmented Students
Participants in this study expressed that while they were enrolled in their
institution, they felt isolated because many of their peers were not facing the same
barriers. From their perspective, many of their peers were U.S. citizens, which granted
them access to financial aid and other resources offered by the institutions. Unable to
connect with their peers because of how closely their immigration status played into their
identity, this population of students fought an internal battle to determine if they wanted
to disclose their status to faculty and staff at the institution because they feared the
repercussions of disclosing their immigration status.
UndocuCrit theory states that fear is endemic among immigrant communities
(Aguilar et al., 2019), which can be seen through the participants' experiences in this
study. While keeping UndocuCrit theory in mind, institutions need to evaluate their
policies to determine if racist immigration practices and policies are being used in their
institution. If they are, those practices and policies must be changed to reduce the fear
among the undocumented and DACAmented student population experience on campus.
Undocumented and DACAmented immigrants and family members have to navigate
society with fear of deportation. As a result of this history, institutions must recognize
that this population of students will be resistant to disclosing their status, even if it is to
receive guidance from the institution. Instead, higher education needs to create practices
and marketing materials that demonstrate active support for this population of students.
Hiding in the shadows is a coping mechanism used by undocumented students
when they are not represented in their institutions (Munoz, 2013). As a result of the lack
of representation of undocumented and DACAmented students, this population of
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students encounters isolation. Participants in this study expressed their need to locate
other undocumented and DACAmented students on campus to share their difficulties and
express their frustration to someone in the same situation. Validation and UndocuCrit
theories highlight the importance of validating their experiences to combat the fear that
has been internalized. Institutions need to create meaningful relationships with
undocumented and DACAmented students on campus so they can help them when they
are facing challenges. Helping them overcome these challenges will increase the odds of
retaining and graduating undocumented and DACAmented students from their
institutions.
Resource Centers for Undocumented and DACAmented Students
Literature on undocumented students in post-secondary institutions highlights the
importance of providing academic, financial, and personal support to this population of
students to increase their success rate (Aguirre,2019; Baum & Flores, 2011). Participants
in this study shared examples of how their institution helped but most importantly shared
what they wish their institution would have done to better support their needs as
undocumented and DACAmented students in their institutions. In this study participants
compared their high school and undergraduate experiences concerning the support they
received from faculty, staff, and student organizations.
High school vs. undergraduate experience
Participants in the study compared their high school experience to the
undergraduate institution when discussing their struggles with their immigration status.
The younger participants stated that their high school was well aware of the
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undocumented student population, so they had created resources that would help them
post-high school graduation. Three of the six participants said that their high school had a
club for undocumented students, and they learned about how their immigration status
would impact them, while they also learned about DACA. Some high schools even
created scholarships for undocumented students who intended to pursue post-secondary
education.
The other half of the participants, those in the older group, stated that their high
school did not discuss, nor appear aware of, their immigration status. For three of the
participants DACA had not yet been created when they started their post-secondary
education and consequently, they were more cautious when disclosing their status to
officials at their school. However, they all talked about how preparation for college posthigh school graduation would have been helpful. Furthermore, UndocuCrit theory
explains that undocumented students live in constant fear of deportation, which aligns
with the findings in this study and explains why many undocumented students are
hesitant when disclosing their immigration status (Aguilar et al., 2019). For this reason,
preparing this student population for potential challenges they may face will provide
them with ways to overcome the challenge, or at least they will know whom to ask for
help. Unfortunately, by the time students enroll in higher education, it is often too late to
prepare undocumented and DACAmented students for transitioning to higher education
while being undocumented. For this reason, institutions should not rely on high schools
to do the job. Instead, they should create their own resources and educational materials
for undocumented and DACAmented students to alleviate those fears and make the
institution a place of support and safety.
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On campus and off campus resources
This study found that when students did not receive institutional support, it
created a negative impression that the institution did not value them. Participant one
stated that while they had an undocumented student advisor on her campus, that
individual never made initial contact with her. Student affairs professionals need to be
aware that this student population is vulnerable and intimidated to make the initial
contact. Student affairs professionals need to build a better skill set to assist these
students; simply having a designated advisor for these students is not enough; they must
make first contact with them and build an empathetic relationship.
Professionals need to research resources in the surrounding community that may
be helpful for this population. If no community resources are available, online resources
can be used to help students connect with professionals serving the undocumented
community. Validation theory highlights the importance of expressing care and concern.
All of the participants shared how participating in this study was the first time that they
felt like their experiences, both before and during college, were heard by academic
professionals about their journey and the struggles that they faced. Again, most
undocumented and DACAmented students will experience isolation from the institution
when they do not feel part of the institution so institutions must work to overcome these
negative impressions by students.
Recommendations
Financial Literacy Support for Undocumented and DACA Students
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Without question, this research supports the findings of other research that has
been conducted on this student population. Financial barriers and challenges in students’
lives have proven that students will withdraw from a post-secondary institution if they
cannot afford it, especially if they cannot find alternatives to keep them there. The
participants in this study stated that they were aware of not being eligible for financial
aid, but when they asked for guidance on how to afford their education, they were
dismissed because the staff had not been educated on guiding this group of students.
For this reason, educating staff and students on financial literacy is essential to the
way that students will react when they approach these economic barriers. Institutions
have to be aware that many of these students are also probably first-generation college
students, which only makes it more difficult for them to navigate college. In addition to
providing financial literacy for undocumented and DACA students, the content should
also be available in different languages to make it more accessible for students whose
first language is not English. This can be done by creating paper copies of the
information provided during the workshop, in multiple languages to allow family
members, who may have less fluency, to understand. The presentations can also be
recorded and uploaded to the university website, where they can be accessed at any point.
Legal Support
The future of undocumented and DACA students will continue to be unstable
until there is a pathway to citizenship for this population. Until then, institutions can
provide legal support for undocumented and DACA students where appropriate.
Although institutions will most likely not be able to represent students in court, offering
legal advice and support for them around their academics can facilitate and ease students'
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experience when they have to renew for DACA. The institutions or advisors for
undocumented students can also search and reach out to pro bono lawyers who can
provide workshops on critical topics, such as DACA renewals and other areas of concern.
This would significantly help students far from home or out of state.
Offering legal support can also prevent the spread of false information regarding
new policies and laws that may be implemented. Finally, offering legal support for
undocumented and DACA may help reassure this student population that they are
valuable to the institution, something which may help them when dealing with the
imposter syndrome they may be experiencing. However, the institution must also
publicize this resource in multiple manners so that the students who may need it are
aware that it is available and free to students. Students may be nervous about this
resource, and this legal support should be advertised in a way that does not explicitly
single out these students because they might not want other students, faculty, and staff to
know about their immigration status.
Advisors for Undocumented and DACA Students
By offering advisors for undocumented and DACA students from the moment
they step foot on campus, they will be guided and supported throughout their journey in
their post-secondary institution. It may be difficult to find advisors who specialize in this
group of students; however, it will be rewarding to the students and the institution. It
should be noted that there may need to be more than one advisor available depending on
the size of the institution and the numbers of student in this population. This group of
students needs as much support as they can receive, which may be overwhelming if only
one advisor is available for the whole institution. Of course, other advisors on campus
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can take courses or attend training to allow them to provide information to students who
may not know about the undocumented and DACA advisors or who have already
developed a relationship with their current advisor.
Advisors could also create resources that can be provided to students who have
disclosed their status to the institution. These resources could be available to all students
so that those who may not have yet disclosed their immigration status to the institution
can still benefit from it. Unfortunately, to receive financial resources such as
scholarships, these students must disclose their status to the institution, especially if they
are applying for a scholarship specific to undocumented and DACAmented students. The
students should be given the ability to keep their status private, unless they choose to
allow the institution to partner with them to help other undocumented students.
Student Organization for Undocumented Students
While providing resources is essential for this student population, it is also
essential to provide a support group of peers where these students can meet other
undocumented students to relieve isolation and lack of belongingness to the institution.
The participants of this study expressed feeling alone and unable to express their
frustration to people who empathized with them, but it only contributed to the imposter
syndrome. Creating student-led organizations for Undocumented and DACA recipients
can create a judgment-free zone and a safe space for this group of students. In addition,
this group can continue to give to this student population because it will allow them to
become student leaders on their campus, providing them with skills they can use for their
careers. In the long run, these alums can potentially mentor undocumented and DACA
students.
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Organizations for undocumented students are essential on campus to support
students in this population. However, when the group has more allies than undocumented
and DACAmented students, it may cause an imbalance. Allyship is important, but when
there are more allies than students of this population, it may impact how students
perceive the group. For example, a participant in the study expressed that she did not
continue attending the meetings after her first interaction with the group because when
she attended her institution’s club, she was the only undocumented student in the room,
which caused her to feel uncomfortable. No one shared her experiences as an
undocumented student even though the group was supportive. Even though there was a
chance there were other undocumented students in the club who did not disclose, her
perception of the group as more focused on being allies limited the value of the group for
the student.
Resource Centers for Undocumented and DACA Recipients
This study highlighted the need to create resource centers for undocumented and
DACA recipients across the United States. To best support undocumented and
DACAmented students, institutions should consider creating centralized resource centers
where students can locate all the resources they will need in order to be successful.
Furthermore, these centers can also focus on staffing the office with professionals aware
of the challenges this student population may experience, to facilitate the conversations
with other offices and staff, and to help develop a strategy on how to help these students.
This kind of office could also provide different strategies to effectively advertise the
resources available to undocumented and DACA recipients so that students are aware of
the resources available on campus.
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In addition to the resources available for students on the campus, the
undocumented and DACA student advisors could also promote resources that may be
available to students in the surrounding off-campus community. Although not all
institutions may have the necessary resources on-campus, they can guide this group of
students to resources such as food pantries or counseling services in the community if
they believed the student would benefit from the resource. With this student population,
institutions might not have the necessary funding for creating new resources on campus
so to combat this challenge student affairs professionals should be willing to direct
students to those local resources available to them. In addition, professionals can also use
existing resources to help undocumented and DACAmented students combat these
challenges.
Professional Development for Higher Education Professional
All participants expressed that they wish their institution would have been more
aware of their needs and undocumented student. As student affairs professionals, it is
easy to become overwhelmed with the amount of work they may be responsible for;
however, it is up to each professional’s discretion to advocate for their own personal
growth. Reading, attending workshops, or taking E-courses with NACADA can benefit
students and the way staff can support and guide this population through their academic
journey.
Future Research
This study could be replicated to include a wider range of races and ethnicities
because most of the research on undocumented students is centered on Latinx students.
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Considering that this population is vulnerable and intimidated about disclosing their
immigration status, a caution for future researchers; all participants in this study shared
that they were willing to share their stories and experiences with the researcher because
the researcher was also a member of this community. They knew there would be
understanding of the challenges they experienced. Future researchers who belong to this
community will likely have more participants willing to participate in such studies.
Future research can include a study to examine the experience of undocumented
and DACAmented students who return to Higher Education and how their journey was
different after returning and completing their education. A more detailed study could also
focus on this population's financial barriers, support, and resources to gain more detailed
insight into the participants' experiences. A larger, more diverse sample focused on nonLatinx undocumented and DACAmented students. This study's participants were
dominated by female participants and may include intersectional elements to participants'
identities. Another study could look at the other side of the situation to determine what
institutions are doing to support this population on campus. Finally, this study could be
replicated to target studies of different regions of the country and their students to see if
there is a difference. This study ended up with a significant Midwest representation
though not intended.
Conclusion
This study found that the immigration status of undocumented and DACA
recipients directly impacts their experience at a post-secondary institution. A critical
factor that impacted these students’ educational efforts focused on their financial
situation. It drove their choice of where to go to school and was a significant factor when
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they decided to leave. Institutions need to provide greater information, resources, and
support around the costs of college and options for support. Additionally, this population
needs empathetic support from the institution and their peers. Providing them with
support systems, student organizations, special advisors, and resource centers is a great
start, but overcoming the fears and hesitancy around asking for help means that
institutions must be the ones to initiate outreach to this student population.
Participants in the study expressed that when disclosing their immigration status,
the faculty and staff were often unaware of how to help them. Therefore, student affairs
professionals must continuously educate themselves on these unique student populations
to best support their needs. Institutions need to provide funding for professional
development opportunities and encourage faculty and staff to take advantage of these
opportunities. Ensuring that faculty and staff are knowledgeable on how to help
undocumented students will reduce the stress and barriers undocumented and
DACAmented students face in higher education. Lastly, institutions may be unable create
their own resources for undocumented students. In those situations, student affairs
professionals must guide undocumented and DACAmented students to resources
available in the community to ensure that this student population is receiving help.
Guiding this student population towards resources will communicate to the student that
the institution cares for their needs, regardless of immigration status, validating their
experience and needs, and hopefully helping them stay enrolled and ultimately obtain
their degree.
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APPENDIX A
Interview Questions

1. Let’s start with what country you were born in?
2. And how old were you when you were brought to the United States?
3. How old are you now?
4. At what age did you first apply for DACA?
5. Prior to applying for DACA, when did you realize that you were
undocumented?
6. And do you currently have DACA status?
7. When you were in High School, can you tell me about how your
teachers and other staff talked with you, or influenced you, in regards
to going to college?
8. What were some of the things that influenced your decision to attend a
post-secondary institution?
9. Can you tell me about some of the barriers that you faced when
applying to colleges?
10. What institution did you attend? This is just for type of institution, the
actual name of the school will not be shared with anyone but me.
11. How many semesters did you attend college?
12. Did your state offer in state tuition or financial aid?
13. Can you talk about your experience when it came time to enroll in
college courses?
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14. Did you ever disclose your DACA status to your institution?
15. After enrolling in this institution, what were some of the reasons that
influenced your decision to leave the institution?
16. Were their resources that were available at your institution that helped
you in your academic and personal life? Can you share how they
helped you?
17. Did you have any responsibilities outside of school that negatively
impacted your time in college?
18. What was your GPA at the time you suspended your enrollment? How
many hours had you earned?
19. Do you plan to return to your institution or any other post-secondary
institution to obtain a degree?
20. What other resources do you think the school should have offered that
would help you to be successful?
21. Is there anything you would like to tell me about your experience that I
have not asked about?
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APPENDIX B
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH

Undocumented Students’ Barriers to Completing Higher Education

You are invited to participate in a research study conducted by Yesenia Muruato and Dr.
Jon K. Coleman (Faculty sponsor), from the Department of Counseling and Higher
Education at Eastern Illinois University.

Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary. Please ask questions about anything
you do not understand, before deciding whether or not to participate.

You have been asked to participate in this study because of experience as an
undocumented/ DACA recipient.

•

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The purpose of this study is to examine the circumstances that influence DACA
recipients in the United States to withdraw from their undergraduate institutions.

•

PROCEDURES

If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a Zoom
interview which will take approximately 45-60 minutes. The Zoom interview will be
recorded and downloaded to a password protected USB. After the interview is completed,
it will be transcribed. A copy of the transcription will be sent to you to review for
accuracy of the transcription. The data from the study will be kept on a password
protected USB for three years after the study is completed. After the three years, the data
will be deleted and flash drive will be destroyed.

•

POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS
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Participants will answer questions regarding their experience in a post-secondary
institution which might include potential traumatic experiences. Potential discomfort
might occur from the interview questions when discussing the challenges they faced as an
undocumented/ DACA recipient.

•

POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO SUBJECTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY

Potential benefits from the study's findings provides an opportunity for student affairs
professionals to hear the reflections of DACA recipients on their experiences as they tried
to obtain a post-secondary education. By understanding their needs, colleges and student
affairs professionals can expand their knowledge on the topic and feel better prepared to
support them. DACA recipients encounter obstacles to higher education in every aspect
of life: personally, academically, and in the co-curricular, so it is incumbent on
professionals to be educated on these issues for this vulnerable population.

•

CONFIDENTIALITY

Any information that is obtained in connection with this study and that can be identified
with you will remain confidential and will be disclosed only with your permission or as
required by law. Confidentiality will be maintained by means of not asking for
identifiable information and only using verbal consent, with the intent to maintain
confidentiality. The data obtained will be maintained in a safe, locked, passwordprotected, and will be destroyed after a period of three years after the study is completed.

•

PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL

Participation in this research study is voluntary and not a requirement or a condition for
being the recipient of benefits or services from Eastern Illinois University or any other
organization sponsoring the research project. If you volunteer to be in this study, you may
withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind or loss of benefits or services to
which you are otherwise entitled.

There is no penalty if you withdraw from the study and you will not lose any benefits to
which you are otherwise entitled.

You may also refuse to answer any questions you do not want to answer.
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The investigator may withdraw you from this research if circumstances arise which
warrant doing so.

•

IDENTIFICATION OF INVESTIGATORS

If you have any questions or concerns about this research, please contact me at
ymuruato@eiu.edu or my thesis advisor Dr. Jon K. Coleman at jkcoleman@eiu.edu.

•

RIGHTS OF RESEARCH SUBJECTS

If you have any questions or concerns about the treatment of human participants in this study,
you may call or write:

Institutional Review Board
Eastern Illinois University
600 Lincoln Ave.
Charleston, IL 61920
Telephone: (217) 581-8576
E-mail: eiuirb@www.eiu.edu

You will be given the opportunity to discuss any questions about your rights as a research
subject with a member of the IRB. The IRB is an independent committee composed of
members of the University community, as well as lay members of the community not
connected with EIU. The IRB has reviewed and approved this study.

I voluntarily agree to participate in this study. I understand that I am free to withdraw my
consent and discontinue my participation at any time. I have been given a copy of this
form.
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APPENDIX C
Facebook Post
Hello DACA Family:

First, thank you to (name of Facebook group) for allowing me the space to share my post.
I appreciate it. If this post is not allowed, I understand. Thank you.

My name is Yesenia Muruato, and I am an undocumented student pursuing my Master’s
degree in Student Affairs at Eastern Illinois University. My program requires an original
research project and I am doing my thesis on the barriers undocumented/DACAmented
students faced that prevented them from obtaining a college degree. I hope to interview
individuals who are at least 18 years old or older, undocumented/DACAmented, and
attended college for at least one semester in college.

Individuals who would like to participate in a confidential Zoom interview of 45- 60
minutes duration. Personal identifiable information will not be shared, prior to zoom
interview I will ask you to change your real name to a fake name.

If you would like to share your story/ experience, please comment on this post, and I will
contact you directly. Thank you so much for being so considerate!

